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Preface

Preface

Copyright
Copyright © 2026 Haider Lasani. All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form
without permission in writing from the author, except for brief
quotations used in reviews or critical articles.

Product, company, and tool names mentioned in this book belong
to their respective owners. They are referenced for illustration only
and do not imply endorsement.

First edition.

A note on evidence
Many examples in this book are composites that combine patterns
seen across real builds, so a lesson can be shown without
exposing any one team’s private work. Where a number comes
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The Decisions AI Can't Make for You

from a published study, it is named in Sources and Notes. Where
it comes from field experience, read it as an observation about the
shape of a problem, not a benchmark for yours.

A note on scope
This book discusses software architecture, dependencies, data,
security, and compliance through examples, for educational
purposes. It is not legal, security, or compliance advice. Consult
qualified professionals for your own regulatory and risk
requirements.

A note on the series
This is the second of five books on one idea: the parts of building
software that stay yours to own, even now that AI does the
building on top of them. The series is AI Builds, You Own. The first
book is about the backlog, the layer above this one. The three that
follow are about the codebase the team has to live with, the
release that protects what shipped, and production once the build
is alive.

This book is about the layer in between the idea and the code: the
architecture decisions made before the first commit. You do not
need the other books to use it. This one stands alone. If it changes
one decision you would otherwise have left to the default, it has
done its job.
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Introduction: The Coffee Was Still Warm

Introduction: The
Coffee Was Still Warm

A tower of nine stories rises from a heap of earth.

Laozi, Tao Te Ching, chapter 64

The application was running before the coffee got cold.

A founder typed a paragraph into an AI agent on a Monday
morning. Not a careful specification, just the idea, the way you
would describe it to a friend: a tool for accountants to manage
their clients’ books, send invoices, chase late payments, keep the
numbers straight. Then she got up to make coffee. By the time she
sat back down, there was a working product on the screen.
Folders. A database with real tables in it. A login that logged her
in. An invoice that generated, with line items and a total and a due
date. She clicked through it, and it worked. All of it worked.

She called the other two over. They clicked through it too.
Somebody said the thing everybody says in that moment, which is
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some version of this used to take us a month. They were not
wrong. A year earlier, the screen in front of them would have been
two weeks of work for three people, and here it was, complete,
before the coffee was cold.

What none of them knew, what nobody in that room could have
known, was that in the ninety seconds they were watching the
product appear, the single most expensive decision the company
would make for the next three years had already been made. Not
by the founder. Not by either of the engineers. By the machine,
quietly, in passing, while it was busy doing the impressive thing
they were all watching.

They would meet that decision on a Tuesday, nine months later, in
a conference room, with a customer’s name on a contract worth
more than everything they had earned so far. And when they went
looking for the person who had made it, so they could understand
it, so they could change it, they would find that the answer was no
one.

This book is about that decision, and the short list of others exactly
like it. The ones AI cannot make for you, not because it is not
clever enough, but for a reason that has nothing to do with
cleverness, and that I will get to. First, the Tuesday, because the
Tuesday is the whole point.

What the machine decided while no one was
looking
Go back to the Monday, to the ninety seconds. The product had to
store its data somehow. Every accountant has clients, every client
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has invoices, every invoice has a sender and a payer and an
amount. The machine had to choose a shape for all of that, and it
did, instantly, the way it chooses everything: by picking the version
that works for the example in front of it.

The example in front of it was one accountant, with some clients,
sending invoices in one currency, from one company. So the
machine built exactly that. One firm per account. One currency per
firm. One owner per client, the accountant who created it. It was a
clean design. It was, for the demo, a correct design. It passed
every test the team wrote, because the team wrote tests for the
product they could see, and the product they could see had one
currency and one owner and one firm, because that is what the
machine had decided to build.

Nobody decided that the product would only ever serve single-
currency firms. Nobody decided that a client could only ever
belong to one accountant. Nobody decided that two accountants
in the same practice could never share a book. These were not
decisions anyone made. They were decisions the machine made,
on their behalf, formatted as cleanly as everything else on the
screen, indistinguishable from choices a careful person had sat
down and thought about. There was no warning label. There is
never a warning label. A risky default and a safe one come out
looking exactly the same, because they are made of the same
thing: working code that runs.

A risky default and a safe one come out
looking exactly the same. They are
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made of the same thing: working code
that runs.

So the team did the reasonable thing. They looked at a finished
product and treated it as finished. They added features, found
customers, raised a little money. The product worked. Through the
spring it worked, through the summer it worked. The decision the
machine had made on that first Monday sat underneath all of it,
load-bearing and invisible, costing nothing, waiting.

Those were good months, and the goodness is the cruel part of
the story, because it was the goodness that set the trap. The
demo that had appeared before the coffee went cold won them
their first real customers, and the speed that built it won them a
small round of funding, and the funding let them hire two more
people who built faster still. Every week the product did more, and
every week more of the company came to rest on the shape the
machine had chosen in the first ninety seconds. The single
currency was now wired into the billing, the reports, the
dashboard, a hundred places that all assumed it. The single owner
was now the thing every permission check trusted. The decision
did not just sleep through those months. It set, the way wet
concrete sets, harder and more permanent with every feature
poured on top of it, until the thing that would have taken ten
seconds to change in week one would take a quarter to change in
month nine. Nobody felt it hardening. It felt like progress, because
it was progress, built on a foundation no one had chosen and no
one was watching.
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The Tuesday
The customer on the contract was a mid-sized accounting practice
with offices in two countries. They billed some clients in euros and
some in pounds. They had twelve accountants who shared clients
between them, because that is how a practice of that size works:
the senior partner owns the relationship, a junior does the books,
and both need to see the same client. It was, by every measure
that mattered to the business, the best customer the company had
ever signed. It was also, by every measure that mattered to the
software, impossible.

Not hard. Impossible, in the specific sense that the product could
not represent what the customer was. It could not hold a client
billed in two currencies, because a firm had one currency, decided
on the first Monday. It could not let two accountants share a client,
because a client had one owner, decided on the first Monday. The
features the customer needed were not features the team had
failed to build. They were features the foundation had been quietly
built to forbid, before a single line of business logic existed, in the
ninety seconds nobody was watching.

The meeting where they worked this out is the meeting this book
exists for. It went the way these meetings always go. Somebody
asked the obvious question: why can a client only have one
currency? And there was a silence, the particular silence of a
room full of capable people realizing that nobody knows the
answer. Not nobody in the room. Nobody. The choice had never
been made by a person, so there was no person to ask. The
engineer who could have changed it most easily, on the first
Monday, when it would have cost nothing, had not known he was
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making it. The founder who would now have to pay for it had been
making coffee.

Figure 1:  Two clocks start in the same instant. The build finishes in ninety
seconds and rests easy. The decision it buried keeps running, silent, for years,

and only rings on the day it cannot be changed cheaply.

What it cost, in the end, was most of a quarter. Two engineers, a
careful migration of live customer data into a shape it should have
had from the start, a coordinated release, a fortnight where one
mistake would have corrupted real books that real businesses file
real taxes from, and a nervous customer who had been promised
a date. The feature the customer wanted, a client in two currencies
shared by two accountants, would have cost almost nothing on the
first Monday. The machine could have built the larger shape just
as easily as the smaller one. It built the smaller one because the
smaller one was what the example needed, and nobody told it the
example was not the business.

The founder did the arithmetic later, alone, and it was not the cost
that stayed with her. It was the recognition. Nobody on her team
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had been careless. Nobody had skipped a step or cut a corner.
The most consequential decision in the company’s first three
years had been made well, by the only entity in the room capable
of making it in ninety seconds, and that entity had no idea it was
deciding anything, because deciding was never what it was for.
The room that used to argue before a line of code got written, the
slow, annoying room that forced the question out into the open,
had quietly closed, and she had been the one person who could
have reopened it. She had been getting coffee.

That gap, between what the demo needed and what the business
would need, is where this entire book lives. The machine builds for
the demo, confidently, in seconds. The business arrives later, on a
Tuesday, with a contract. And the distance between them is a
decision somebody should have made on purpose, and almost
always did not, because it never looked like a decision at all.

This is not a story about AI going wrong
It would be easy to read that as a cautionary tale about trusting
machines, and it is not one. The machine did nothing wrong. It
was asked to build a product from a paragraph, and it built a
working product from a paragraph, which is a small miracle we
have already started taking for granted. The single-currency,
single-owner shape it chose was a reasonable guess given what it
was told. The problem was never the guess. The problem was that
a guess got to be a decision, because no one was there to make
the decision instead.
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This is the trade buried inside the speed, and most teams have not
noticed they made it. For the whole history of software before now,
building was slow, and the slowness hid something. When it took a
month to build what now takes ninety seconds, you had a month of
forced conversations. How should this be structured. What do we
build and what do we pay someone else for. What happens when
this piece goes down. The slowness was painful, and it was also
the thing that made you decide, because you could not write code
you had not yet thought through. The thinking and the typing were
welded together, so the thinking happened whether you scheduled
it or not.

AI pulled them apart. It made the typing nearly free and left the
thinking exactly as hard as it always was. That is the real change,
and it is a bigger one than the speed. The typing was never the
valuable part. The valuable part was the deciding that the typing
carried out, and that part did not get automated. It got skipped,
because the thing that used to force it, the slowness, is gone.

AI did not make the thinking less
important. It made it the only part of the

job that is still scarce.

So the decisions did not disappear when the month of work
disappeared. They still get made. Every product has to store its
data some way, trust some outside service, decide who is allowed
to do what. Those questions get answered the instant the product
appears, the same as they always did. The only thing that
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changed is who answers them, and how invisibly. It used to be a
team, slowly, out loud, in a room. Now it is a machine, instantly,
silently, while the team watches the result and calls it a head start.

The decisions AI cannot make for you
Here is the good news, hiding inside the bad news, and it is the
reason this is a book and not a warning.

The decisions AI cannot make for you are not endless. They do
not form a fog you have to be a genius to navigate. They are a
short, nameable list, the same handful on almost every build, and
once you can see them you can finish them. The team in the story
did not need more talent; they had plenty. They did not need to
move more slowly; moving fast was their one real advantage and
they should have kept it. They needed to know, in advance, which
few decisions were the ones that would come due on a Tuesday,
and to make those few on purpose, with somebody’s name on
them, written down somewhere the next person and the next AI
session would find them.

That is the whole method, and it is smaller than you would expect.
There is a short set of decisions every build has to resolve before
the first real line of code is committed. This book names them, one
at a time, and gives you a way to make them and keep them that
survives the people who made them. Around that sits a single idea
you can hold in three words: a decision is real when it is owned by
a named person, recorded where it cannot be lost, and made
before the first commit, while it still costs a conversation instead of
a migration.
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I want to be honest about what that will and will not do, because a
book that oversells its method is committing the same sin as a
team that oversells its demo. Deciding and recording will not make
a bad product good. It will not remove the hard judgment from the
hard calls. It will not stop you from ever being wrong. What it will
do is make sure that when you are wrong, you can see it coming,
find out who chose it, and change it on purpose, instead of
excavating it in production while a customer waits. That is the
entire promise. It is less glamorous than the demo and worth a
great deal more.

You are the author
Underneath the method is a smaller, older idea, and it is the one to
carry out of this book if you carry nothing else.

Nothing solid is built big. It is built small, one careful decision at a
time, until the small decisions have set into a foundation that
holds. A product is not founded on a single grand move. It is the
accumulation of a hundred quiet choices about what holds up
what, the way a building is an accumulation of stones and a tower
rises, as the old line has it, from a heap of earth. There is no
shortcut to a foundation. You lay it one decision at a time, or you
do not have one, and the day you discover which is true is the
most expensive day to learn it.

There is an old picture of exactly this. A wise builder digs down
and sets his house on rock; a foolish one raises the same house
on sand. On a clear day the two are indistinguishable. The
difference surfaces only when the rain falls and the rivers rise and
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beat against the house, and one stands while the other comes
down, and great is the fall of it (Matthew 7:24 to 27). The storm in
that picture is the Tuesday. It comes to every product, on a day
you do not get to pick, and it does not care what the demo looked
like. What it tests is the foundation, the part that was decided long
before, while changing it still cost a conversation instead of a
quarter.

This is why the speed changes less than it looks. AI made the
typing free, but writing code was never the authorship. The
authorship was always the deciding, and the deciding is still yours.
Make the small choices on purpose and your thinking sets into the
code, so that opening up the product later, the reasoning you find
in it is yours. Skip them, and the code is still a mirror, only of
someone else’s defaults, the machine’s average of a million other
builds, wearing your name.

The first book in this series put it one way: the code is your
reflection. This book is about the part of the reflection that bears
weight. An architecture is your mind made solid, laid down one
decided stone at a time, and you are the author of it whether you
act like one or not. The rest of this book is an argument for acting
like one.

How to read this
This is a field guide, written through stories and built to be read
fast. You can read it in order, and the chapters build, each one
ending by opening the next, until the parts assemble into one
system. You can also open any chapter on its own and get
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something you can use that afternoon. If you are about to start a
build, the chapter that names the full list is enough. If your team is
buried in process, the chapter on which decisions actually deserve
your seriousness will give you the afternoon back. If you have ever
lost a week to a decision nobody remembered making, start with
the chapter on the record.

You do not need to write code to use any of it. The story you just
read happened to a founder who could not have fixed the
migration herself, and the lesson was hers more than anyone’s,
because the decision was a business decision wearing a technical
costume. That is true of every decision in this book. The engineer
and the founder are reading about the same choices, from two
sides of the same table.

The team in the story is a composite, stitched from patterns I have
watched play out across many real builds, with the details
changed to protect the people involved and to keep the lesson
portable. The Tuesday is not invented. Some version of the
Tuesday is waiting in most products shipped at the speed AI now
allows, on a date the team does not get to pick, attached to a
decision they do not yet know they have made.

The point of this book is to move that Tuesday earlier, all the way
back to a Monday, into a conversation that costs ten seconds,
while there is still someone in the room to have it.

There is one move you can make before you read another page, to
find out whether any of this is yours to worry about. Take the
product you are building right now and look at the one thing every
product has: the shape of its core data, the way it stores the thing
it is fundamentally about. Ask two questions. Can you name the
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person who chose that shape? And can you point to where that
choice is written down, not remembered, written down? If the
honest answer to either is no, you have just found your first
unmade decision, on your own build, in under a minute. The rest
of this book is about finding the others before they find you.

So before the method, before the list, before any of it, the first job
is to see the problem clearly: where the decisions go when the
machine fills the empty room and nobody is watching, why the
wrong ones are cheap and the unmade ones are ruinous, and how
the longest-lived constraints in your product get set in a five-
minute call that no one writes down. That is Part I, and it starts
with the choice the team in this story never knew they let the
machine make for them: the architecture nobody chose.
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Part I: The Problem

A dyke of a thousand zhang collapses through a hole
made by ants.
Han Feizi, c. 233 BCE

The cost of a decision nobody made is invisible right up until it is
enormous.
Part I is about that invisibility. Where the decisions go when AI fills
the empty room and nobody is watching. Why the wrong decisions
are the cheap ones and the unmade ones are the catastrophe.
And how the longest-lived constraints in your product get set in a
five-minute call that no one wrote down, and that everyone forgets
by the following week.
You cannot fix what you cannot see. So before the Spine, before
the method, before any of the eight decisions, the first job is to
make the invisible visible: to show you the choices already running
your product that no one in your company ever actually chose.



Chapter 1: The Architecture Nobody Chose

Chapter 1: The
Architecture Nobody
Chose

Somewhere in the product you are building this week, a decision
is being made. Not by you. Nobody will email you about it. There
will be no meeting, no ticket, no line in any document with a name
beside it. The decision gets made anyway, formatted as cleanly as
everything around it, looking exactly as finished as a choice
someone sat down and made on purpose.

You will not notice it today. You will meet it later, on a date you do
not get to pick, in a room where someone asks who decided this.
And when you go looking for the answer, it will turn out to be no
one.

That is not a flaw in the machine. It is just what building software
became while everyone watched the speed and missed what the
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speed was quietly trading away. Here is the trade, and here is why
it is about to cost more than the speed ever saved.

The room used to argue
The story that opened this book is one version of this: a finished
product appearing before the coffee went cold, its most expensive
decision for the next three years already set inside it, made by no
one. What that story turns on is worth naming plainly, because it is
the mechanism the rest of the book takes apart.

For most of software’s history, a build started with a blank
repository, and the blank repository was useful in a way nobody
appreciated at the time. It was honest about being empty. It made
everyone slightly uncomfortable, and the discomfort did a job: it
forced a conversation before anyone could write a line, the slow
and sometimes tedious conversation in which a team actually
decided what the thing would be.

That discomfort is gone. The screen is full before the coffee is
cold, and a full screen makes no one uncomfortable. What
everyone noticed is that the empty repository disappeared. What
almost nobody noticed is that the argument disappeared with it.

The common belief: AI gives you a head start. It hands you
an architecture, and you refine from there.

What is actually true: AI does not hand you an
architecture. It hands you a confident default. An
architecture is a set of choices someone made on purpose.

18



Chapter 1: The Architecture Nobody Chose

A default is a set of choices nobody made, wearing the
same clothes.

So the decisions did not vanish when the argument did. They still
got made. Every choice the old conversation used to force into the
open was answered the instant the application appeared, only now
with no one present to make it. The one question left is who
answered, and that answer is the uncomfortable part.

Where the decisions went
They were made by a machine optimizing for one thing: producing
something that works in the next five minutes. It is very good at
that. What it cannot do is know the thing that is not in your
paragraph, because it lived in your head, or an investor’s inbox, or
nowhere yet at all. The second customer in a currency it never
considered. The report that will need five years of history. The one
integration that must never lose a message. The model does not
decide against those futures. It just does not know they are
coming, so it quietly picks the shape that does not allow for them,
and moves on.

You cannot see these choices because nothing marks them.
There is no red underline under “we can only ever store one
currency.” It reads like finished software, because it is finished
software. It is just finished around a decision nobody chose.
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A blank screen looks unfinished, so
someone deals with it. A confident

default looks finished, so nobody does.

This is why “who decided this?” has no answer nine months later.
Nobody decided it. The machine supplied it, on the first morning,
while the team thought they were starting rather than deciding.
And the cost of that did not disappear either. It moved.

Figure 2:  The same paragraph, two futures. One branch is a choice a person
made and recorded; the other is a default the machine supplied. The code looks
identical on day one, so the only honest mark of the difference is whether anyone

signed the choice.

When the bill arrives
Here is where the trade comes due. The cost of a decision nobody
made does not stay zero. It sits quietly at zero for a while, then
arrives all at once, on the worst possible day, as a migration
instead of a conversation. The currency problem is not a one-hour
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change when the data already exists in the wrong shape and two
enterprise customers depend on it. By then it is a coordinated
release, customer-visible risk, and a fortnight nobody planned for,
to undo a choice that would have taken ten seconds to make
differently if anyone had made it.

Currency is the easy one to see, because money is visible. Most
of these defaults hide somewhere less obvious. Take a quieter
one. When a user deletes something in the product, what actually
happens to the record? The machine almost always picks the
clean answer: the row goes away. Delete means delete. It reads
as correct, because in the moment that is exactly what the user
asked for, and the code that does it is short and tidy. Nobody
writes a comment over it that says “we have just decided this
company can never recover a deleted record, never reconstruct
what an account looked like last March, and never answer a
regulator who asks what changed and when.” The code does not
say that. It just deletes the row and returns a clean response,
formatted like every other endpoint, looking finished.

It is finished. It is finished around a decision nobody made.

The delete that could not be undone. A B2B platform,
eighteen months old, growing well. An enterprise customer’s
admin removes a batch of user accounts during a
reorganization, then realizes the next morning that half of
them were the wrong half. They ask for the accounts back.
The team goes to restore them and finds there is nothing to
restore. The original scaffold had wired up a hard delete, the
rows were gone the instant the button was pressed, and no
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one had ever chosen that. It had simply been the default on
the first morning and survived every review since, because a
working delete endpoint never looks like an open question.
The recovery took eleven days of reading database backups
by hand, the customer renewed at a discount they
negotiated from a position of having been wronged, and the
actual fix, a deleted flag instead of a removed row, was the
kind of change that takes an afternoon when you make it on
purpose and a fortnight when you make it under a
customer’s deadline.

That is the same shape as the currency problem in a different
costume. A default that looked like working software, accepted
without a decision, sitting at zero cost until the one day it was not.
And here a fair objection lands: hard delete is not wrong. For
plenty of products it is the right call, simpler to reason about,
cleaner under privacy rules that ask you to actually erase data
when someone leaves. The point is not that the machine chose
badly. On this build it may even have chosen the thing a careful
engineer would have chosen too. The point is that nobody chose.
Whether deleted means gone forever or recoverable is a decision
about what the business owes its customers and its regulators,
and it was answered by a code generator optimizing for a tidy
endpoint, on a morning when the team thought they were starting
rather than deciding.

And the faster you build, the faster that bill grows, because speed
does not remove the decision. It just makes the default arrive
sooner and buries it under more code before anyone looks.
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The teams I have watched take the most expensive rebuilds were
almost never the slow, careless ones. They were the fast,
impressive ones, rewarded for shipping something real in a week.
Speed was not their mistake. Speed was their edge. Their mistake
was letting the speed make the decisions and leave no trace that it
had.

19% slower

In a 2025 randomized controlled trial, experienced developers
working in code they knew well took about 19 percent longer

with early-2025 AI tools, even while expecting the tools to make
them faster. (METR, arXiv:2507.09089)

The number is one careful study in one setting, experienced
developers in code they knew well, not a universal law. But it
punctures the assumption underneath the rush. Speed from AI is
not automatic. What surrounds the tool, the clarity of the work and
the decisions already made, is what decides whether it speeds a
team up or quietly slows it down.

Deciding fast is fine. The mistake is deciding fast and
leaving no record that you decided at all.

So the question this book answers is not how to slow down. You
should not slow down. The question is how to find the handful of
decisions that matter before they find you, decide them on
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purpose, and write them down where the next person, and the
next AI session, will see them.

Most of the defaults are good. That is not the
point.
There is a fair objection here, and it is worth meeting before going
further. These models are trained on an enormous amount of
competent software. Most of what they pick is reasonable. The
login works, the database is a normal one, the file layout is roughly
what a careful engineer would have chosen anyway. If the default
is usually a good default, where is the problem?

The problem is that “usually good” and “chosen for you” are
different things, and the distance between them is the whole risk.
A default is fitted to the average product, not yours. It cannot
weigh the second customer, the report that needs five years of
history, or the one integration that must never drop a message,
because none of those were in the paragraph you typed. On the
decisions that are generic, the default is genuinely fine. Take it and
move on. On the few that are specific to your product and
expensive to undo, a reasonable-looking default is a guess that
happened to look finished.

So this is not an argument to distrust everything the machine
builds. Most of it you should accept without ceremony, and the
next chapters will be exact about which parts. It is an argument to
know, in advance, the short list of decisions where a good-enough
guess is not good enough, and to make those yourself.
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The short list
The good news is hiding in the bad news: the same short list the
introduction promised, and here is why it stays the machine’s blind
spot rather than something it merely forgot. The machine cannot
make these decisions for you, not because it is not clever enough
to choose them, but because it will not be in the room when they
come due. It will not be there in month nine. It cannot own a
consequence it will not be present for, and a decision, in the end,
is the willingness to own a consequence.

Figure 3:  Not a fog, a short list. The decisions AI cannot make for you are not
endless. They are the same small, nameable set on almost every build, and

naming them turns an unmanageable fog into a checklist you can actually finish.

That is the whole series in four words. AI builds, you own. This is
the book about the owning, at the layer where it is cheapest and
most often skipped: the architecture, the load-bearing choices
made before the first real line of code is committed.

In traditional Japanese post-and-beam building, the wooden pillar
is not driven into the ground. It rests on a single shaped stone set
into the earth, the ishizue, the foundation stone, and whether the

25



The Decisions AI Can't Make for You

whole frame stands true depends on that one stone being set true
first. The architecture is that stone. The product rests its full weight
on it, and it is placed, or allowed to fall where it lands, before
anything else goes up.

A few things this book is not. It is not about how to code, or how to
prompt, or which agent to buy; those change every quarter. It is
not an argument for one architecture over another; the right shape
depends on your product, which is the point, because it depends
on a decision, and the decision is yours. And it is not, anywhere, a
request to be more careful and move more slowly.

Before the next chapter, it is worth seeing how much of your own
architecture is currently running on choices nobody made.

Find the ones already made for you
Take something you are building now, or shipped this year. Look
past the code at the decisions under it. For each line, you are
checking one thing: was this chosen by a person, and can you
point to where the choice is written down? Not remembered.
Written down.
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The Decided-or-Defaulted Self-Check

☐ The way the product stores its core data was chosen by a
named person, and the choice is written somewhere a new
hire would find it.
☐ What you build yourselves versus what you pay an
outside service for was a decision, not just whatever the first
scaffold wired up.
☐ For each outside service you now depend on, someone
decided what happens the hour it is down.
☐ Where the system runs, and who is allowed to touch
production, was set on purpose rather than left at the
default.
☐ For any of the above, “who decided this, and why” has an
answer that does not begin with “I think” or “probably.”

Count the boxes you cannot honestly tick. That number is not a
measure of how good your team is. The best teams I know fail this
check on a build they are proud of, because the build was fast and
the checking was nobody’s job. It is a measure of how much of
your product is standing on choices no one chose, waiting quietly
for the day they come due. In the builds I have seen, most teams
find two or three they genuinely cannot assess. That is not a gap
in the team. It is the exact shape of the problem this book takes
apart, one decision at a time.

There is a difference between a decision you got wrong and a
decision nobody made. One of them you can fix in an afternoon.
The other you have to excavate, in production, with customers
watching, and it is the one that looks harmless right up until it does
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not. Which is which, and why the cheap-looking one is the
catastrophe, is where this starts.
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Chapter 2: Wrong Is
Cheap, Unmade Is
Expensive

A wrong decision is the cheap one.

That should not be true. We are trained to fear the wrong call: the
database we will regret, the framework we will have to tear out, the
integration that turns out to be a mistake. Whole careers are spent
trying not to be wrong. But on a build moving at the speed AI now
allows, the wrong decision is almost never the thing that sinks you.
The thing that sinks you is the decision nobody made.

Hold those two next to each other, because the gap between them
is where the real money is lost, and almost nobody prices it
correctly.
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Two kinds of trouble that look the same
A wrong decision has three things going for it, even while it is
hurting you. It has an owner: someone chose it, and you can go
and ask them. It has a reason: there was a why, even if the why
turned out to be poor. And it has a moment: it was made at a point
in time, against the alternatives that were on the table, so you can
reopen it knowing what was traded away.

An unmade decision has none of that. No one chose it, so there is
no one to ask. There is no reason, so there is nothing to argue
with. There is no recorded alternative, so when you finally try to
change it you are not revisiting a choice, you are reverse-
engineering a system to find out what was even decided, and by
what. Every change starts as archaeology and only then becomes
engineering.

The common belief: the dangerous decisions are the
wrong ones. Get the big calls right and you are safe.

What is actually true: a wrong decision is visible, owned,
and changeable. An unmade decision is none of those. The
dangerous ones are not the calls you got wrong. They are
the calls nobody knew were being made.

This is the reframe the whole book turns on. You do not, mostly,
have a wrong-architecture problem. You have an undecided-
architecture problem, and it is wearing the costume of working
software so you cannot see it.
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A wrong decision you can change on
purpose. An unmade decision you can

only discover, in production, at the worst
possible time.

Figure 4:  A wrong-but-owned decision is a known bill you pay down calmly on
your own schedule, while an unmade one hides at zero until it detonates on a day

you did not choose.

But some wrong decisions are catastrophic
The obvious objection: not every wrong decision is cheap. Some
are ruinous. Pick the wrong data model for a system that will hold
millions of records, or the wrong trust boundary on a feature that
moves money, and you are not paying a small bill later. You are
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paying a large one. That is true. Wrongness has a size, and a few
wrong calls are expensive no matter how well you own them.

But notice what the objection quietly assumes: that the alternative
to the expensive wrong call is getting it right. On a fast AI build,
usually it is not. The realistic alternative is the same load-bearing
choice left to a default nobody examined. So compare like with
like. An owned wrong call on the data model is a known, dated
decision you can see coming, argue with, and change on a
schedule you set. The same data model wrong by default is the
identical damage with none of the handles: no owner, no reason,
no alternative on record, found the day it breaks. At every size of
stakes, the owned version is the cheaper version. The expensive
thing was never the wrongness. It was the missing owner and the
missing record.

What the objection gets right is that some decisions are heavy
enough that you cannot afford to be both wrong and unrecorded
about them. Exactly so. That is why the next part of the book is
about telling the load-bearing few from the rest, so you spend your
attention where being wrong is expensive and wave the rest
through. Underneath every size of stakes, though, the rule is
simpler than “be right.”

The test of a decision is not whether it is right. It is
whether, if it turns out wrong, you will see it coming and
be able to change it on purpose. Owned and recorded
passes that test at any size. Unmade fails it at every
size.
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The decision that decays
Here is the part that turns a tidy distinction into the problem at the
center of building with AI. A right decision and an unmade
decision are not two fixed categories. One slides into the other.

A good call, made fast and written down nowhere, does not stay a
good call. It stays good only while the person who made it
remembers it and is still around to defend it. The day they are in
another meeting, or another job, the decision has no owner
anyone can find, no reason anyone can cite, and no record
anyone can read. It has quietly become an unmade decision. It
was made. It just cannot be found, which to everyone downstream
is the same thing.

AI accelerates the decay, because AI is the most enthusiastic re-
decider you have ever worked with. Give it the same fork twice
and, finding no recorded answer, it will cheerfully pick again,
sometimes the same way, sometimes not. Now two parts of your
system answer the same question differently, both confident, and
the contradiction is a defect nobody will understand for months.
The decision did not stay decided. It could not, because nothing
was holding it in place.
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Figure 5:  How a good decision becomes an unmade one. Without a record, a
decision lasts only as long as memory; as time passes and people leave, an

owned choice slides into the same bucket as one nobody ever made.

A short history of a decision nobody made
Consider a scale-up that had, early on, a quiet conversation. Two
of their services needed to share data, and rather than build a
proper boundary between them, someone said the sensible-
sounding thing: let us just have the two talk to each other directly,
for now. It was a fine call for that week. It saved real time. Nobody
wrote it down, because it did not feel like a decision. It felt like a
shortcut, and shortcuts do not get minutes taken.

For now lasted three years. The direct link became load-bearing.
New features were built assuming it. Two more services joined the
pattern. By the time it caused a cascading outage that took
checkout down for most of a day, the original “for now” was long
forgotten, the person who said it had moved on, and the team
spent the first two days of the incident not fixing the problem but
reconstructing what the intended design had ever been. There
were no records to read, so they read the code itself, tracing calls
between services to infer a design that had never existed as a
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decision. There was no intended design. There was a sentence
from a Tuesday, three years gone.

That is the texture of an unmade decision. It is quiet when it is
made and loud when it comes due, and by then it has no author to
call.

Hold that beside a decision that was simply wrong. A team
chose, on purpose, to model their permissions as a flat list
of roles, recorded the choice and the reason (it was the
simplest thing that covered every case they had at the time),
and named the owner. A year later the model could not
express a customer’s request for per-project permissions. It
was the wrong choice. But fixing it took days, not weeks,
because the record showed what had been chosen, what
had been rejected, and why, so the team reopened a known
decision instead of excavating an unknown one. Same kind
of mismatch as the two services that talked directly. The
difference was a record, and that difference was the whole
bill.

There is a quieter point hiding in that example, and it is worth
pulling out on its own. When the permissions model was
reopened, nobody treated the reopening as an embarrassment.
They were not undoing a mistake so much as exercising a right
the record had granted them. A decision that was owned and
written down can be reversed cleanly, because there is an actual
decision to reverse: a stated choice, a stated reason, a list of what
was passed over. Reversal is just the decision being used the way
it was meant to be used. An unmade decision offers nothing to
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reverse. You cannot revise a choice that was never recorded as a
choice; you can only excavate it, and excavation is the expensive
verb.

This is why revising a load-bearing decision, on purpose and for a
recorded reason, is the system working rather than failing. A public
engineering postmortem from 2023, de-identified here, makes the
shape of it concrete. A team had built one workload as many small
distributed pieces, the fashionable default, and at real volume the
bill for running it that way turned out to be far higher than
expected. They consolidated the same work into a single process
and cut the running cost of that workload by about 90 percent
(public engineering postmortem, 2023). The headline travels
badly, so be careful with it: this was one workload, not a verdict
that small distributed pieces are dead. The lesson underneath is
narrower and more useful. The right shape depended on the
actual load, the cheaper shape was not the one the default
reached for, and getting there meant deciding against the
fashionable answer and writing down why. Because the original
shape had been a real decision, the team could open it, weigh it
against what they now knew about the load, and change it on a
day they chose. The reversal cost about a week of work and saved
most of a bill. That is not a decision that failed. That is a decision
doing exactly what a recorded one is for.

Reversing a recorded decision is the
record being spent the way it was

saved. Reversing an unmade one is not
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reversal at all. It is excavation, and you
pay for it in the dark.

Sorting your own build
You can find these before they find you, and the tool is blunt on
purpose. Take the major areas of your product, the handful of
things that would be expensive to change: how data is stored,
what you depend on, how the parts talk, who can do what. Put
each one in exactly one of three buckets.

The Decided / Half-Decided / Never-Decided Sort

☐ Decided. A named person chose this, for a reason, and
you can point to where the choice and the reason are written
down.
☐ Half-decided. Someone chose it, there is a vague
memory of why, but nothing is written and the owner is
fuzzy. Treat these as decaying toward the third bucket.
☐ Never-decided. It is the way it is because that is what the
first scaffold produced, or what a passing conversation
settled. No owner, no recorded reason.

Most teams are unnerved by how much lands in the second and
third buckets, on products they are proud of and that work fine
today. That is not a failure of the team. Working-fine-today is
exactly the disguise. The job of the rest of this book is to move the

37



The Decisions AI Can't Make for You

load-bearing items into the first bucket, on purpose and fast,
before the day they come due.

Which raises the obvious question. If nobody decides to leave
these decisions unmade, how do they keep happening? They are
not the product of carelessness. They come from three specific
rooms, and every team makes its most expensive decisions in at
least one of them without noticing it is happening. The next
chapter walks into all three.
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Chapter 3: A Five-
Minute Call, a Five-
Year Constraint

The same decision can cost a five-minute conversation or a five-
year constraint. Nothing about the decision changes between
those two prices. The only thing that changes is when it was
made, and whether anyone wrote it down.

Barry Boehm put numbers to this in 1981, drawing on project data
from TRW and IBM, and people have argued about the exact
figures ever since. The shape has never been in doubt: a mistake
caught while requirements are still being written costs almost
nothing, and the same mistake found after the system ships can
cost on the order of a hundred times more on a large build, with
smaller projects seeing a gentler curve that still only ever climbs.
The later a decision is changed, the more it costs, and the curve is
not gentle. A choice fixed before any code exists costs a sentence.
The same choice changed after launch costs a migration, a
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coordinated release, customer-visible risk, and the time to work
out what was even chosen in the first place. Same decision. The
price is set entirely by timing.

Up to 100x

A change that costs almost nothing while requirements are being
written can cost roughly a hundred times more after release on a
large project. (Boehm, Software Engineering Economics, 1981)

Boehm measured the curve. A later study measured the bill. In
2002, RTI ran the numbers for the National Institute of Standards
and Technology and put a national figure on the same shape:
software defects cost the US economy an estimated 59.5 billion
dollars a year, roughly 0.6 percent of GDP. The part worth sitting
with is not the headline. It is the breakdown. About 22 billion of
that was judged avoidable, not by writing better code, but simply
by finding and removing problems earlier and more effectively,
because more than half of all errors were not caught until late in
development or after the software had already shipped. The cost
was not created when the mistake was made. It was created by
how long it stayed invisible.

22 of 59.5 billion dollars, avoidable

US software defects were estimated to cost 59.5 billion dollars a
year (about 0.6 percent of GDP). Roughly 22 billion of that was

judged avoidable through earlier and more effective identification
and removal of defects, because more than half of all errors
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were found late in development or after release. (RTI for NIST,
“The Economic Impacts of Inadequate Infrastructure for

Software Testing”, 2002. Foundational, cited here for the shape,
not the 2020s price.)

These numbers are old, and that is the point. The late-defect
economics were measured before most of today’s tools existed.
Nothing about the curve waited for AI to arrive. What changed is
the rate. The three rooms still produce the same kind of decision,
made in passing, recorded nowhere, but an agent fills those rooms
faster than a person ever could. The email-as-identity call that
used to surface once on a project now surfaces ten times a week,
because the agent reaches a fork, picks the reasonable branch,
and keeps moving while you are still reading the last answer. The
bill per late decision has not gone up. The number of late,
unrecorded decisions has. AI did not change the price of finding a
problem on the steep part of the curve. It changed how many
problems you can quietly route there before lunch.

So the interesting question is not whether to decide early.
Everyone agrees in principle. The interesting question is why,
knowing all this, smart teams keep paying the late price. Part of
the answer is that the rush to ship gets mistaken for progress, and
the two are not the same thing. When a newly appointed local
official asked Confucius how to govern, the reply, in the Analects,
was partly a warning against haste: crave speed and you do not
arrive. The teams that pay the late price are usually moving fast,
not slow. They reach the launch and find the constraint waiting
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there, set weeks earlier by a choice nobody slowed down to mark.
The deeper answer is that the decision rarely feels like a decision
when it is made, because of where it gets made.

The three rooms
The expensive architecture decisions are almost never made in a
meeting called to make them. They are made in three rooms
nobody would choose on purpose.

The first room is someone’s head. A developer hits a fork while
building, picks the reasonable-looking branch, and keeps moving.
The choice was real and the consequences are real, but it never
left the one skull it was made in. Nobody else knows a decision
happened at all.

The second room is a call. Two or three people talk it through,
reach a sensible conclusion, and hang up. The thinking was good.
The conclusion was sound. And it now lives only in the memories
of the people on the call, fading from the moment they leave it.

The third room is a chat thread. This one feels safest, because it
looks like a record. It is not. A decision in a chat thread is
searchable for about a week and findable by the right person
never. It scrolls away under a thousand other messages, attached
to no concept, indexed by nothing.
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A decision in a chat thread is not
documented. It is hidden, with a

timestamp.

Figure 6:  The cost-of-change curve. The same decision is cheap before the first
commit and steeply more expensive after launch. The vertical line at the first

commit is the moment the price starts climbing.
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Figure 7:  The three rooms where permanent decisions get made and lost: a
head, a call, a chat thread. Each produces a real decision and leaves no record

anyone can find later.

Three messages that lasted two years
Watch the third room do its work, because it feels the safest and
lies the most.

A team building with an agent hits a small fork early. The product
needs to identify each user, and the agent, sensibly, wires identity
to the user’s email address. It works. In a chat thread someone
asks if that is fine, and someone else types “yeah, email is unique,
keep it.” Three messages. The thread moves on. Nobody felt a
decision happen, because three messages do not feel like a
decision. They feel like clearing a question off the board.
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Two years later the email address is everywhere. It is the key a
customer’s records hang from, the field other systems join on, the
thing a dozen features quietly assume can never change. Then a
large customer is acquired and needs five hundred of its people
moved to a new email domain over one weekend, and the team
discovers that the thing they treated as a name was holding up the
building. Every record keyed to an email, every system that joins
on it, every feature that assumed it never changes, all have to be
found and migrated at once, with downtime, while the customer
waits. What was a three-message chat is now a weekend-long
migration with a rollback plan.

The decision did not get more expensive because it was wrong.
Email as identity was a reasonable call. It got more expensive
because it was made in the cheapest room, where nobody marks
the moment, so the price was set entirely by how late it would be
found.

Why the cheap-feeling room is the expensive
one
Notice that all three rooms feel cheap in the moment, and that is
exactly why they are expensive later. The head feels cheap
because it is one person not interrupting their flow. The call feels
cheap because it is a quick alignment, not a process. The chat
feels cheap because typing a message feels like leaving a record.
Each saves a few minutes now. Each commits the team to a price
that will be paid in full, later, by someone who was not in the room.
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The common belief: the big architecture decisions get
made deliberately, in design reviews and documents. The
informal stuff is just small choices.

What is actually true: the most expensive, longest-lived
constraints in most products were set informally, in passing,
by people who did not feel they were deciding anything. The
deliberate room is the rare one.

This is why “we move fast and fix it later” quietly becomes “we
discover, under load, that we cannot.” Later is not a calm moment
that arrives on schedule. It arrives as an incident, on the steep part
of the curve, and by then you are not recording a decision. You are
excavating one, and then paying to change it while customers
watch.

Catching it as it happens
You cannot send everyone to a meeting every time a fork appears;
that would be the slow death this book is trying to avoid. The fix is
smaller and faster. Learn the sound a permanent decision makes
when it is being made casually, and when you hear it, take ten
seconds to mark it as a decision rather than letting it dissolve into
the room.
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The Five-Minute-Call Alarm

When you hear one of these, a load-bearing decision is
being made informally. Stop, name it as a decision, and
write it down before the room moves on.

☐ “Let us just do X for now.”
☐ “We can always change it later.”
☐ “It does not really matter, pick one.”
☐ “Let us not over-think this.”
☐ “We will deal with that when we get there.”
☐ “The AI already set it up that way, so let us keep it.”

None of these phrases is wrong. Each is often the right instinct.
The alarm is not telling you to stop and hold a summit. It is telling
you that a decision is happening, so the choice is no longer
whether to decide, only whether to record. Deciding fast is fine.
Letting the decision evaporate is the mistake.

Watch the alarm work in a single session. An engineer is
refining a feature with an agent, and the agent mentions, in
passing, that it will store uploaded files on the application’s
own server for now, since that is simplest. “For now.” The
alarm goes off.

The engineer does not stop to hold a meeting. They take ten
seconds: this is a real decision, because moving file storage
later means migrating every file customers have uploaded.
So they mark it. One line, beside the code: files on local disk
for launch, owner the engineer, revisit before the product
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runs on more than one server, because local disk stops
working the moment it does. Then they let the agent keep
going.

That ten seconds is the whole technique. The decision still
got made fast. It just stopped being invisible. A year later,
when the product needs a second server and local file
storage suddenly matters, there is a note explaining what
was chosen and what would force the change, instead of a
mystery nobody can account for.

There is one more thing hiding in these phrases, and it is the
hinge of the whole book. Every one of them is not just a decision.
It is a statement of intent. “Let us just do X for now” is a sentence
about what kind of product you are building, whether you meant it
to be or not. The shape you pick, and how seriously you pick it, is
the goal, made concrete before a line of code exists. The chapter
ahead makes that its whole subject.
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If you are in a hurry, go around.
Isogaba maware, after a verse by Sōchō, sixteenth-
century Japan

Before the eight decisions, two ideas that change how you see all
of them.
The first is that a decision encodes intent. Quick or serious is
chosen before the code ever shows it, and seriousness is not the
same thing as slowness. The second is that the thinking was
always the part that stayed yours. AI does the typing now, fast and
well, and that makes the thinking more valuable, not less. Your
code is written thought, so the only question is whether the
thought in it was yours.
Get these two, and the Decision Spine in Part III stops looking like
a checklist to comply with and starts looking like what it is: the
shape of the thing you are actually choosing to build.
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Chapter 4: The
Decision Is the Goal

Most people believe that serious means slow. That to take a
decision seriously you have to slow down, hold a meeting, write a
document, and that moving fast is the opposite of moving carefully.
It is the most natural belief in the world, and it is wrong in a way
that quietly costs teams everything.

You can make a serious decision in ten seconds. You can make a
careless one over three weeks of meetings. Speed is not the axis.
The axis is something else entirely, and once you can see it, you
stop apologizing for moving fast and start fixing the thing that
actually goes wrong.

The wrong axis
When a team argues about process, they are almost always
arguing about speed. One side wants to move faster, the other
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wants to be more careful, and everyone assumes those two pull in
opposite directions. Plot it as a line with “fast and loose” at one
end and “slow and serious” at the other, and the whole debate is
about where on that line to stand.

That line is the wrong picture. It puts “serious” and “fast” at
opposite ends, so choosing one means losing the other, which is
why the fast people resist the careful people: they think care is a
tax on speed. It is not. They are not on the same line at all.

The common belief: serious decisions are slow decisions.
To take a choice seriously, slow down.

What is actually true: seriousness has nothing to do with
speed. A serious decision is one made on purpose, owned
by a name, and written down. A careless one is simply the
one nobody recorded. You can do the serious version in
seconds.

The real axis is not fast against slow. It is recorded against
forgotten. A decision that is owned and written down is serious
whether it took ten seconds or ten days. A decision that
evaporates the moment it is made is careless whether it took ten
seconds or ten days. The fast team is not the problem. The
forgetting is the problem, and the fast team can fix it without losing
a step.
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Figure 8:  The axis people argue about, and the one that matters. Speed is not
what separates a serious decision from a careless one. Whether it is owned and

recorded is.

Every decision is a sentence about the
product
Here is why this matters beyond tidiness. When you choose how
to handle a decision, you are not just choosing a technical shape.
You are saying what kind of product you are building, whether you
mean to or not.

“Let us just store it the simple way for now” is a sentence about
ambition. It says: I am building something that will not need to
grow in this direction. Maybe that is true. If it is, recording it makes
it a real, defensible decision: we deliberately chose the simple
shape because we are validating an idea and do not expect a
second currency this year. Now it is owned, and the day it needs
to change, the team knows exactly what they are reopening and
why.
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But if “for now” goes unrecorded, it does not say that. It says
nothing, because nobody can find it. It just sits there as a
constraint, and when the second customer arrives, the team does
not experience it as a decision they once made on purpose. They
experience it as a wall that was always there, built by no one,
blocking the thing the business now needs.

The shape you choose, and how
seriously you choose it, is the goal of
the product made concrete before a

single line of code exists.

This is what “the decision is the goal” means. You do not write a
strategy document and then, separately, make architecture
decisions that serve it. The architecture decisions are the strategy,
in the only form that actually binds. A roadmap is an intention. A
recorded decision about what the system can and cannot do is the
intention turned into something real, something the next person
and the next AI session will be governed by.

53



The Decisions AI Can't Make for You

Figure 9:  The same fork, two intents. A quick-and-dirty choice and a serious one
can look identical in the code on day one; the difference is the goal each one

quietly commits the product to.

How to tell which one you are making
The test is fast, because it has to be. You will make dozens of
these a week, and you cannot hold a ceremony for each. So do
not measure how long the decision took. Measure whether it has
the three things that make it serious.

The Serious-or-Dirty Test

Ask three questions. Three yeses means serious, even if it
took ten seconds. Any no means it is dirty, even if it took a
week.

☐ Owned: is there one named person whose call this is?
☐ Reasoned: is there a one-line why, including what you
are choosing against?
☐ Recorded: is it written somewhere the next person, and
the next AI session, will actually find it?
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Notice what this test does not include. It does not ask whether the
decision is right. A serious decision can be wrong, and a wrong-
but-serious decision is fine, because Chapter 2 already showed
you it is cheap: owned, reasoned, recorded, and therefore
changeable on purpose. The test also does not ask whether the
decision is big. A small decision made seriously costs almost
nothing and saves you the archaeology later.

The cleanest way to see that the test has nothing to do with speed
is to watch two teams make the exact same fast call. Picture a
checkout flow. A customer can be in one country, and the schema
stores a single country field per account. Two teams, two
products, hit this at the same moment. Both think for about ten
seconds and decide the same thing: one country per account,
ship it. Same intuition, same decision, same speed. Nobody held a
meeting. Nobody slowed down. By the reframe that opened this
chapter, neither team did anything wrong by being fast.

The teams diverge in the second that follows, and it is a second
most people never notice. One team types a single line next to the
choice: one country per account for launch, owner the founder,
because we are validating in one market and a second market is
not on this quarter’s roadmap. The other team types nothing and
moves to the next ticket. That is the whole difference. Not a
process, not a document, not a review. One sentence, written or
not written.

Run the clock forward a year. The first team has signed a
customer who operates across two countries and wants both on
one account. An engineer who joined four months ago opens the
note, reads that the single-country shape was a deliberate launch
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choice tied to a market that has now changed, and treats the work
as exactly what it is: a known decision being reopened on
purpose, with a named person to confirm it. The choice is
revisable because it was always a choice on the record.

The second team gets the same customer with the same request,
and the same four-month engineer goes looking. There is no note.
The single-country field is just there, woven through sign-up,
billing, and reporting, and nothing anywhere says whether one
country was a considered bet or an accident nobody questioned.
The engineer spends most of a day reconstructing intent that was
never written: who decided this, did they mean it, what breaks if it
changes, is anyone still here who would know. The original call
took ten seconds and was identical to the first team’s. A year of
silence turned it into an archaeology dig.

That is the entire argument in one picture. The two decisions were
the same decision, made at the same speed, by people of the
same competence. Serious did not mean the first team was
slower. It meant the first team’s choice could be found, named,
and changed, and the second team’s could only be excavated. A
quick-and-dirty decision is not a faster decision or a worse-
reasoned one. It is, precisely, the decision nobody wrote down.

What the test is really doing is letting you keep your speed and
lose your blind spots at the same time. You do not have to choose
between fast and careful, because they were never on the same
line. You can be fast and serious at once, and the cost of being so
is about ten seconds and a sentence written down.
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You are allowed to cut the corner
None of this says never take a shortcut. A team that builds the
elaborate, build-for-every-future version of everything dies of
slowness long before the future arrives. Cutting the corner is often
the right call. The book’s quarrel is not with the shortcut. It is with
the forgotten shortcut.

There is a clean way to cut a corner, and it is a serious decision in
full. You choose the cheap shape on purpose, you name why, and
you record it with the one thing that makes a shortcut safe: the
condition that ends it. “We approve new sign-ups by hand because
there are ten a week; this gets built properly once we pass fifty a
week; owner, the operations lead.” That is not technical debt. It is a
loan with the repayment terms written down.

The dirty version is the same shortcut with the terms missing: no
owner, and no condition that ever ends it. Same cheap shape,
same saved time, but nothing that tells a later reader it was meant
to be temporary. So two years on it does not read as a loan
coming due. It reads as a feature of the system that nobody can
explain and everybody is afraid to touch, because no one can tell
whether it is load-bearing or an accident.

So the move is not to stop cutting corners. It is to cut them out
loud. A recorded shortcut is a decision you can collect on later. An
unrecorded one is a debt that compounds in the dark until it
forecloses on you.

57



The Decisions AI Can't Make for You

Two teams take the same shortcut. Both decide, sensibly, to
launch with a single pricing tier while they are still finding out
what customers will pay.

The first team records it: one tier for now, owner the founder,
revisit when we pass fifty paying customers or a customer
asks for annual billing. Eight months later a customer asks
for annual billing. The founder reads the note, sees the
trigger has fired, and the team adds tiers as a planned piece
of work, on purpose.

The second team just builds the single tier and moves on.
Eight months later the same request arrives, and a newer
engineer finds pricing assumptions in nine different places,
with nothing saying whether one tier was a deliberate
simplification or an accident. They spend a day working out
whether they are even allowed to change it, who would
know, and what else assumes one tier. Same shortcut,
same eight months. One team collected on a loan. The
other defused a mine.

Cutting a corner is a serious decision the moment you
record what you chose and the condition that ends it.
The shortcut was never the villain. The forgotten
shortcut is.

So the decision is the goal, and seriousness is cheap. That still
leaves the harder question underneath all of this, the one the
speed of AI forces. If the machine writes the code now, what
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exactly is the part that is still yours? It is not the typing. It was
never the typing. What it actually is, the next chapter answers.
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Chapter 5: Think
Before You Type

The typing was never the work.

For decades it looked like the work, because typing was the slow
part. You knew, roughly, what you wanted to build, and then you
spent days, weeks, months turning that into code by hand. The
thinking and the typing were welded together, so we called the
whole thing “building” and measured it by how much code came
out. The typing was so expensive that it hid the truth: the valuable
part was never the keystrokes. It was the deciding that the
keystrokes were carrying out.

AI pulled the two apart. It made the typing nearly free. And in
doing that, it did not make the thinking less important. It made it
the only thing left that is scarce.
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What the machine took, and what it left
Watch what an AI agent actually does well. Give it a clear, decided
instruction and it will produce correct, working code faster than
any human, and it will do it again tomorrow without getting tired or
bored. The typing, the part that used to cost you the most, is the
part it is best at. That half of the job is, for practical purposes,
solved.

Now watch what it cannot do. It cannot tell you whether you should
store money as a single currency, because that is not a typing
question, it is a question about a business it will not be part of. It
cannot decide what happens when your payment provider is
down, because that is a judgment about risk you are willing to
carry, and it will not be there to carry it. Hand it those questions
and it will answer anyway, confidently, the way it answers
everything. But it is not deciding. It is guessing in the shape of an
answer, and the guess inherits none of the context that should
drive the call.

AI made the typing free. It did not make
the thinking free. It made the thinking

the only part of the job that is still
scarce.

This is what the 2025 DORA report found at the scale of whole
organizations: AI behaves as an amplifier of the discipline a team
already has, magnifying strengths and dysfunctions rather than
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adding a fixed boost. It does not supply the thinking. It multiplies
whatever thinking is, or is not, already there.

The year before, the same research program watched what
happens when the deciding is skipped and the typing runs
anyway. The 2024 DORA Accelerate State of DevOps Report
found that for every 25 percent increase in AI adoption, delivery
throughput dropped by an estimated 1.5 percent and delivery
stability dropped by an estimated 7.2 percent. That is the opposite
of what the tools promise, and the mechanism is not mysterious.
AI makes it easy to write more code in bigger batches, and bigger
batches carry more risk. The machine removed the friction that
used to keep changes small enough to understand. When nobody
decided what the change should be before it was generated, more
code arrived faster, less of it was understood, and the stuff that
breaks delivery rode in with it.

The 2024 DORA Accelerate State of DevOps Report: for every
25 percent rise in AI adoption, teams saw an estimated 1.5

percent drop in delivery throughput and an estimated 7.2 percent
drop in delivery stability. Over 75 percent of practitioners used AI
daily, yet about 39 percent reported little or no trust in the code it

produced. The typing got cheaper. The thinking did not, and
where the thinking was skipped, delivery moved the wrong way.

Read those two findings together and the shape is clear. AI did not
add a fixed amount of speed that you collect by adopting it. It
amplified whatever discipline was already in place, and where the
deciding was not done first, it amplified the absence: more code,
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in larger batches, that fewer people had thought through. The
daily-use number and the trust number sit oddly next to each other
on purpose. Practitioners reached for the tool constantly while
quietly distrusting what it handed back, which is exactly the
posture of someone who has let the typing get ahead of the
deciding. The fix is not less AI. It is putting the decision in front of
the generation, so the larger batch the machine produces is one
you actually chose.

Figure 10:  The two halves of building, pulled apart. The thinking, the deciding,
stays with the human and is now the scarce half. The typing, once the expensive

part, is the half the machine does best.

But won’t the AI get smart enough to decide?
This is the fair version of the objection, and it gets sharper every
year. The models keep improving. If next year’s is better at
weighing trade-offs than most of the people doing the weighing
today, why hold on to the deciding at all? Why not hand over the
whole tangle and trust the call?
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Because deciding was never only a question of capability, and the
part that is left over does not shrink as the model grows. A
decision is the willingness to own a consequence. Making the call
and standing behind the result are the same act, and the second
half cannot move to a machine, however good its reasoning gets.
The model will not be in the room in month nine when the choice
comes due. It will not be the name on the record, the one the
auditor questions, or the one the customer holds responsible. It
can be brilliant and still own nothing.

So the better the model gets, the more valuable its proposals
become, and the line does not move. A sharper machine hands
you sharper options, a better-argued recommendation, a risk you
would not have spotted. Take all of it. Then decide, because the
one thing it cannot weigh is the thing only you can: whether you
are willing to be wrong about this in front of the people who will
hold you to it. That willingness is what the series calls owning, and
it is not on the list of things that get automated.

A smarter model gives you better options. It does not
give you someone to own the outcome. Deciding is
owning the consequence, and ownership cannot move
to a thing that will not be in the room when the
consequence arrives.
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Your code is written thought
There is an old idea that code is just instructions for a machine. It
is half true, and the wrong half. Code is also a record of every
decision that went into it. It is thinking, frozen into a form precise
enough to run. When the thinking was good, the code carries that
forward: it does the right thing in cases the author saw coming.
When the thinking was absent, the code carries that forward too: it
does some thing, confidently, in cases nobody considered,
because the machine had to pick and so it picked.

This is the sentence to hold on to. Your code is written thought.
The trouble is, that stays true even when you did not do the
thinking. If you skip it, the code does not come out blank. It comes
out full of someone else’s defaults, the machine’s average of a
million other codebases, frozen into your product and
indistinguishable, on the surface, from thought you actually had.

So “think before you type” is not advice to be more thoughtful in
general. It is a literal instruction about order. The thinking is a
separate act that has to happen first, on purpose, by a person, and
be captured, because the typing will proceed with or without it.
The only question the machine leaves you is whether the thought
in your product is yours or its.
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Figure 11:  The architecture is the decision; the code is its projection. Decide on
purpose and the code is the shadow of your thinking. Skip it and the code is the

shadow of the machine’s default, and it looks exactly the same.

Keep the deciding, delegate the typing
In practice this gives you a clean way to split any piece of work,
and it is the most useful habit in this chapter. Before you hand
something to an AI agent, sort it into the two halves. The deciding
stays with you. The typing goes to the machine. Most tasks
contain both, tangled together, and the mistake is handing over the
whole tangle and letting the machine quietly make the decisions
on its way to the code.
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The Thinking-or-Typing Split

Before delegating a task to AI, separate it into two lists.

☐ Thinking (keep, decide first): anything where the
answer depends on your product, your customers, your risk
tolerance, your business, or a future the model cannot see.
These are decisions. Make them, own them, record them,
then hand them over as instructions.
☐ Typing (delegate freely): anything where the answer
follows mechanically once the decisions are made. This is
where AI is genuinely faster and you should let it run.

The test for which list something belongs in is simple: if getting it
wrong would cost a migration, a customer, or a compliance
problem, it is thinking. If getting it wrong would cost a quick re-run,
it is typing. When you are not sure, treat it as thinking, decide it,
and write the decision into the instruction. A decided instruction is
what turns the machine from a guesser into the fast, reliable typist
it is supposed to be.

Take an ordinary request: add a way for customers to refer
friends. Hand the whole thing to an agent and it builds a
referral feature, making a dozen decisions on the way. Split it
first, and the two lists are obvious.

Typing, hand it over: the form, the unique referral link, the
email that goes out, the page that counts sign-ups, the code
that ties it together. The agent is faster than you at every line
of it.
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Thinking, decide first: what counts as a successful referral, a
sign-up or a paying customer? What is the reward, and what
stops one person farming it with fake accounts? Does a
referral that touches another customer’s data cross a privacy
line? What happens to a reward when the referred customer
asks for a refund? None of those are typing questions. Each
depends on your product, your economics, and your
tolerance for abuse, and the agent will answer every one of
them by guessing if you do not decide them first.

The split is not even, and that is the point. The typing is
most of the visible work and none of the consequence. The
thinking is four questions and all of the consequence. Hand
over the typing, keep the four questions, and the same
agent that would have guessed its way into a fraud problem
instead builds the exact feature you decided on.

The referral feature is one shape of this. The shape repeats
everywhere, and it is worth seeing it a second time on something
that looks even more routine, because the routine ones are where
the typing hides the deciding most completely.

Take a request that sounds like pure plumbing: let an
account be deleted. A customer clicks a button, the account
goes away. Hand the whole thing to an agent and it
produces a working delete in minutes. It looks done.

Typing, hand it over: the button, the confirmation prompt, the
call that removes the record, the message that tells the
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customer it worked. The agent writes all of it faster than you
would, and writes it correctly.

Thinking, decide first: when a customer deletes an account,
does the data actually leave, or is the row just marked
hidden? If a regulator or the customer asks you to prove the
data is gone, can you? What happens to records you are
legally required to keep, the invoices, the tax history, that
you cannot delete even when the customer wants you to? If
this customer shared a workspace with three others, does
deleting one person tear out work the other three still
depend on? None of those are typing questions. Each is a
decision about law, about other people’s data, about a
promise you are making and will be held to.

Skip them and the agent decides them anyway, by guessing.
It will most likely pick the easy guess, a hard delete that
wipes the row, which is the one choice that can put you on
the wrong side of a retention law and destroy a shared
workspace in the same keystroke. The typing was minutes.
The four questions are the whole of the risk. Decide them
first and the agent builds a delete you can defend; hand over
the tangle and it builds one you will be explaining to a
lawyer.

This is the whole of the series in one chapter. AI builds, you own,
and now you can see exactly where the line falls: the machine
owns the typing, you own the deciding, and your job is to do the
deciding first and keep it. Which leads straight to the practical
question the rest of the book answers. If the deciding is the part
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that is yours, exactly which decisions are we talking about? Not all
of them. A short, specific, nameable list. That list has a name, and
it is next.
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Part III: The Decisions

Add little to little, and do this often, and soon it will be
great.
Hesiod, Works and Days, c. 700 BCE

This is the list.
Part I showed you the problem: decisions made by the default, lost
in the three rooms, expensive when they come due. Part II
reframed it: the decision is the goal, and the thinking is the half
that stays yours. Part III is the answer to the obvious next
question. Which decisions?
Not all of them. A short, nameable set, the same few on almost
every build. Together they are the Decision Spine, and each one is
real only when it is owned, recorded, and made before the first
commit. This part names the Spine, then gives you the rule that
keeps it from turning into bureaucracy, then walks the load-bearing
decisions one at a time: who owns what, what you build versus
buy, the data shape that only gets expensive after launch, the
dependency you have already agreed to fail, the unknown you
must not guess at, and where the thing runs and who is allowed to
touch it.
None of these takes long to decide. All of them cost a fortune to
leave to the default.
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Chapter 6: The
Decision Spine

How many architecture decisions does a build actually require
before the first commit?

It feels like the answer should be hundreds, an unbounded list that
depends entirely on the product, which is exactly why most teams
never try to make it. An infinite list is not a list. It is a fog, and you
cannot decide a fog, so you let the default decide it for you.

The answer is not hundreds. The load-bearing decisions, the ones
that are expensive to change and that AI cannot make for you, are
a short, repeating set. The same few show up on almost every
build. There are eight. Once you can name them, the fog turns into
a checklist, and a checklist you can actually work through before
you start. None of the eight is a grand act on its own. A Swahili
proverb says haba na haba hujaza kibaba, little by little fills the
measure, the kibaba being a small grain measure. Made one at a
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time and kept, the eight fill out into the foundation the whole
product later stands on.

The eight
This is the Decision Spine. Each item is a question every product
answers whether or not anyone decides it on purpose.

1. Who owns what. Each major part has one named human
owner, and each decision on this list has one named decision
owner. Not a team. A name.

2. Build, buy, or integrate. For the core of the product, are you
building it yourself, paying for it, or wiring to someone else’s
service?

3. The decision that gets expensive only after launch. The
data and load shape that looks fine in the demo and forces a
rebuild the week real customers arrive.

4. What you depend on, and what happens when it breaks.
Every outside service the business now relies on, named,
with a decided answer for the hour it is down.

5. What you do not know yet. The short list of genuine
unknowns, to be settled by a timeboxed look rather than a
confident guess.

6. Where it runs and who can touch it. That the system
behaves the same on a laptop as in production, and that
access is limited on purpose rather than wide open by default.

7. The decisions, written down. Every choice above captured
as a record: what was chosen, what was rejected, why, and
by whom.
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8. The readiness gate. The short, explicit check that says the
build may now start.

You will notice the list is not exotic. None of these is a clever
insight. That is the point. They are the obvious decisions that get
skipped precisely because they are obvious, the ones everyone
assumes someone else has handled. Two of the eight are also a
different kind from the rest: the first six decide the shape of the
product, while the last two, the record and the gate, are what make
the first six hold, one preserving the decisions and the other
authorizing the build to begin.

Figure 12:  The Decision Spine. Eight decisions arranged around a single hub.
The hub is the part that matters most: each decision counts only when it is owned,

recorded, and made before the first commit.
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It is not the eight, it is the three words
If you take only one thing from this chapter, take the hub, not the
spokes. The eight decisions are useful, but they are not the
method. The method is three words: owned, recorded, before the
first commit.

A decision is not on the Spine because it appears in the list. It is
on the Spine when it has been made by a named person, written
down where it can be found, and settled before the code that
depends on it exists. Miss any of the three and the decision is not
done, no matter how confidently the code runs. An owner with no
record leaves nothing behind when they go. A record with no
owner is a wish nobody is accountable for. And either one made
after the first commit is no longer a decision, it is a renovation.

A decision is not on the Spine until it is
owned, recorded, and made before the
first commit. Those three words are the

whole method.

This is why the Spine is not the same as a good architecture
diagram. A diagram shows the eight answers. It does not show
who chose them, why, or whether the choice was made on
purpose or inherited from a scaffold. The diagram can be perfect
and the architecture can still be undecided. The Spine is about the
deciding, not the drawing.
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Is it always exactly eight?
A fair question about any numbered framework: why eight, and
what if your product has a ninth? Eight is not a magic number. It is
the count of load-bearing decisions that recur on almost every
software build, the ones that are expensive to unmake and that AI
will not make for you. A given product can carry a ninth that is
specific to it. A marketplace has a decision about how money
moves between three parties. A health product has one about
where regulated data is physically allowed to live. If your product
has such a decision, add it. The Spine is a floor, not a ceiling.

This book itself develops two additions more often than any other,
and they are worth naming because they sit so close to the core
eight that teams assume they are already covered. They are not.
The first is the scale you build for. Decision three on the list is the
shape of your data: how the records are structured, what history
you keep. Scale is its load twin. The same booking table that is
correct for a hundred customers a day can be the wrong design
for fifty thousand, and the number you build for is a choice, not a
fact you discover later. Most teams never name it, so the scaffold
names it for them, usually at the size of the demo. The second
addition is which code must stay understandable. Not all of a
system carries the same weight. The part that calculates a price,
decides who gets access, or moves money is the part a human
will have to read, defend, and change under pressure two years
from now. Deciding on purpose which code must stay legible to a
person, and holding that part to a higher standard than the rest, is
a maintainability decision, and AI does not make it for you. It will
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write all of the code to the same finish unless someone says
otherwise.

Neither of these is exotic, which is exactly why they get skipped.
They are not a separate framework. They are decision three and
the question of maintainability, raised to the same three words as
everything else on the Spine. If your build leans hard on either, the
scale you serve or the code a person must keep alive, write it
down, give it an owner, and settle it before the first commit. Then it
counts.

Myth: scale and clean code are problems you handle
later, once the product proves itself. Both are decisions,
and both get made the moment the first version is built, with
or without you. The size you designed for and the code you
let stay tangled are already chosen by the time real users
arrive. Later is when you find out what was chosen, not
when you choose.

What does not change is the method, which is why the three
words matter more than the number. Whether your build has eight
load-bearing decisions or ten, each is real only when it is owned,
recorded, and made before the first commit. The list tells you
where to look; the three words tell you when you are done. A
product with a unique ninth decision left to the default is in exactly
the same trouble as one that defaulted decision three. So treat the
eight as the reliable starting set, add the few your product
genuinely needs, and hold every one of them to the same three
words.
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The eight are a floor, not a ceiling: the load-bearing
decisions that recur on almost every build. Add a
product-specific ninth if you have one. The method is
never the count; it is the three words applied to all of
them.

Scoring your build
The fastest way to feel this is to score something real against it.
Take a current build and walk the eight. For each, you are not
asking whether the answer is good. You are asking whether it is
owned, recorded, and was made before the code. Give it one point
only if all three are true.
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The Decision Spine Scorecard

Score one point per decision, only if it is owned by a name,
recorded where it can be found, and was made before the
first commit. (Items 7 and 8, the record and the gate, are
defined fully in Part IV; score them provisionally now and
revisit.)

☐ 1. A named owner for each major part and each of these
decisions.
☐ 2. Build, buy, or integrate, for the core capability.
☐ 3. The data and load shape that gets expensive after
launch.
☐ 4. Each outside dependency, with a decided answer for
when it fails.
☐ 5. The genuine unknowns, named, with a plan to settle
them.
☐ 6. Environment parity and who can touch production.
☐ 7. The decisions above, written down as records.
☐ 8. An explicit readiness gate before the build started.
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Figure 13:  The scorecard in use. Each of the eight scores a point only when all
three words are true: owned, recorded, and made before the first commit. Most
teams start low, on a build they are proud of, and the low number is the useful

part.

A two-person team builds a booking product over a
weekend with an agent. It works: customers sign up, pick a
slot, pay. Proud of it, they score it against the Spine,
honestly.
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Decision 1, who owns what: with only two of them, they
could name who owned the data layer and who owned
payments, and they jotted it into a one-page planning note.
Owned, recorded, before the first commit. A point. Decision
2, build, buy, or integrate: they argued about it and chose, on
purpose, to integrate a payment provider rather than build
their own, and the reason went into the same note. A point.

That is where the points stop. Decision 3, the data and load
shape: bookings are stored as current state only, no history
of changes. Nobody chose that; it is what the scaffold
produced. No point. Decision 4, dependencies and failure:
the product leans on a payment provider, an email service,
and a calendar API, and what happens when each is down
is undecided for all three. No point. Decisions 5 and 8, the
genuine unknowns and the readiness gate: never named,
never run. No points. Decision 6, where it runs and who can
touch it: both founders hold every key to production, a
default nobody decided. No point. Decision 7, the record:
two lines in a planning note are the only decisions written
down anywhere, so the discipline of recording is not in
place. No point.

They score two out of eight. The scoring took fifteen
minutes. It did not tell them their product was bad. It told
them that six of the eight choices their business now rests
on were made by the scaffold, owned by no one, and
findable nowhere, on a product that runs perfectly today.

In my experience, teams usually score themselves between one
and three out of eight on a build they feel good about. That is not a
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bad team. It is the normal starting point, and the number is useful
precisely because it is uncomfortable. It tells you how many of
your load-bearing decisions are currently running on the default,
and it gives you an ordered list of what to close.

If two or three of these feel genuinely impossible to assess on
your own build, that is not a gap in your team either. It is the most
common reason an outside pair of eyes is useful.

Here is what the number actually does. A small team scored an
internal scheduling tool and passed three of eight. They had
named owners, they had argued build-versus-integrate out loud,
and they had written down their genuine unknowns. The five they
failed were not mistakes anyone made. They were the data shape,
the failure plan for two outside services, the access boundary on
production, the record, and the gate, all five left exactly where the
scaffold and the calendar set them. Nobody chose them. That is
the whole value of the exercise. Before the scorecard, the team
would have told you the build was sound and the open questions
were a vague unease they could not point at. After it, the unease
had a shape: five named lines, three of them owned by no one.
The Spine did not make the product worse. It turned a fog you
cannot act on into a checklist you can, and a checklist with five
blanks is a morning’s work, not a crisis.

A scorecard, though, makes a quiet assumption that is wrong, and
if you do not catch it you will turn this whole book into bureaucracy.
It implies all eight deserve the same effort, that you should sit
down and decide each one with equal care. You should not. Some
of these decisions you can make in seconds and never revisit.
One or two will shape the next three years. Telling those apart,
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and spending your seriousness only where it pays, is the
difference between a Spine that helps you and a process that
drowns you. Sorting the heavy few from the light many is what
follows.
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Chapter 7: Not Every
Decision Deserves the
Same Weight

Deciding everything carefully is also a mistake.

This is the trap that swallows teams the moment they get serious
about decisions. They read a chapter like the last one, feel the
weight of all the choices they have been leaving to the default, and
resolve to do better by deciding everything properly. Within a
month they have a process so heavy that nobody can ship, the
fast people are routing around it, and the whole effort gets
abandoned as bureaucracy. They were right that decisions matter.
They were wrong that all decisions matter equally.

The skill is not deciding everything carefully. It is knowing the few
decisions that cannot be deferred and spending your seriousness
only there.
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The one thing that sets the weight
There is a single property that tells you how much care a decision
deserves, and it is not how important the decision feels, or how
much code it touches, or how long the meeting would be. It is how
expensive it is to unmake.

Some decisions are cheap to reverse. You can change them next
week with a small, contained edit and nobody downstream is hurt.
The name of a button. The library for a non-core feature. The
exact wording of an internal API you control end to end. Getting
these wrong costs a re-run. Spend ten seconds, pick a reasonable
answer, record it if it is load-bearing, and move on. Deliberating
over them is not diligence, it is waste.

Other decisions are brutally expensive to reverse. Once they are
in, data has been written in their shape, other systems have been
built against them, and customers depend on them. Changing
them is a migration, a coordinated release, and a risk. These are
the few that deserve real seriousness, because the cost of getting
them wrong is not a re-run, it is a quarter.

The common belief: taking architecture seriously means
giving every decision careful, deliberate treatment.

What is actually true: treating every decision as heavy is
its own failure. It buries the team in process and the fast
people route around it. Seriousness is a budget; spend it on
the few decisions that are expensive to unmake, and let the
reversible many stay light.
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The weight a decision deserves is set
by one thing: how much it will cost to

unmake.

Figure 14:  Decisions sorted by the only axis that sets their weight: cost to
unmake. The cheap-to-reverse many stay light. The expensive-to-reverse few get

your real seriousness. Most teams spread effort evenly and get both wrong.

How to tell the heavy from the light
Two questions sort almost any decision in seconds. They are
about reversal and reach, and they are the working version of the
weight rule.

The first: if this turns out wrong, can we change it later with a
small, contained edit? If yes, it is light. If changing it later means
migrating data or coordinating across systems and customers, it is
heavy.
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The second: how far does it reach? A decision sealed inside one
module that you control is lighter than one that other teams, other
services, or paying customers will build on top of. Reach multiplies
the cost of reversal, because every thing that depends on a
decision is one more thing that breaks when you change it.

The Weight Rule

For any decision, ask two questions and route it.

• If it is cheap to reverse and narrow in reach: decide it
fast, in seconds, no ceremony. Record it only if it is load-
bearing.

• If it is expensive to reverse or broad in reach (but not
both): give it a real decision, owned and recorded, but do
not stop the world for it.

• If it is expensive to reverse and broad in reach: this is
one of the few. Decide it deliberately, name the owner,
write the record with the rejected options, and treat it as
a gate before the build proceeds.
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Figure 15:  The weight rule as a routing. Two questions, reversible and how far it
reaches, send every decision down one of three lanes: decide it fast, give it a real

decision, or hold it at the gate.

Notice this does not slow the fast team down. It does the opposite.
It gives them explicit permission to keep moving fast on the
reversible many, which is most of the work, and tells them
precisely where to stop and be serious, which is rare. The teams
that feel buried in process are usually applying heavy treatment to
light decisions. The teams that get blindsided are applying light
treatment to heavy ones. The weight rule fixes both at once.

Run a single build’s decisions through the two questions and
watch them sort themselves.

A team is building a scheduling product. The color of the
primary button: cheap to reverse, narrow in reach. Light,
decide in seconds. The wording of an internal function only
they call: light. The choice to let each appointment hold a
single attendee rather than many: cheap to build today, a
migration once customers want group bookings and every
appointment in the database assumes one person, so
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expensive to reverse and broad in reach. Heavy. The
decision to have the agent build their own calendar sync
instead of integrating a known service: expensive to reverse
once a hundred features assume it, and broad. Heavy, and a
gate. Whether reminders go by email or text: reversible,
contained. Light.

Five decisions, about ninety seconds of sorting, and the
shape is clear. Three are light and get no ceremony. Two are
heavy and get a named owner, a record, and a pause before
the build leans on them. The team did not slow down on the
three that did not matter, and did not sleepwalk past the two
that did. That is the whole skill, and it costs about the length
of this paragraph.

Now push the same two questions at the two decisions with the
longest horizon of any in a build: the scale you design for, and
which parts of the code have to stay understandable to a human.
These are worth a separate pass, because they sit so far from
launch day that they almost never feel urgent when you make
them.

Take the scale first. Ask the reversal question honestly. If you build
the data model and the request path for the load you have today,
and the product works, can you change that later with a small,
contained edit? You cannot. The shape that serves a thousand
records is a different shape than the one that serves ten million,
and by the time you need the second one, the first is already
written into every table, every query, and every customer’s data.
Undoing it is not a re-run. It is a rebuild while the lights stay on.
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Cheap to decide today, ruinous to unmake after launch: the cost-
of-unmaking test sorts it straight into the heavy lane, and its reach
across the whole system makes it a gate.

Now which code must stay understandable. This one is the easiest
of all to wave through, because skipping it costs nothing on the
day. The agent writes a module nobody reads closely, it passes its
tests, the feature ships, and the decision feels free. Run the
reversal question against it after launch instead. If the one part of
the system a human must be able to reason about (the part that
moves money, or enforces who can see what, or decides what is
safe to delete) has quietly become code that only the model
understands, what does undoing that cost? You cannot bolt
comprehension on later. You re-derive it, slowly, usually during an
incident, with the meter running. The choice of which code stays
legible is cheap in the moment and expensive to reverse once the
system is live and nobody can explain the part that matters.
Heavy, and broad, because everything downstream trusts that part
to behave.

The decisions with the longest horizon
feel the lightest on the day you make
them. That is exactly why the cost-of-
unmaking test, not the feeling, has to

sort them.

Both of these would slide past a team sorting by how the decision
feels. Neither survives the question the rule actually asks, which is
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what unmaking it costs once the product is real. Same test, same
two lanes, and the longest-horizon pair lands where the
consequence puts it. Match the weight to the cost of unmaking it,
and the decisions you would otherwise meet years too late get
their seriousness now, while moving them is still free.

The dangerous decision is the one that looks
light
The weight rule has a failure mode, and it is the same disguise
this whole book keeps pointing at. The most expensive decisions
do not arrive looking expensive. They arrive looking trivial. Store
every timestamp in the server’s local time instead of a neutral one.
Let one table hold what will later need to be three. Each feels like
a light, reversible call in the moment, a thirty-second pick, and
each is a migration two years on, once data has piled up in its
shape and customers depend on it.

So the two questions need one correction, or you will route heavy
decisions into the light lane all day and never notice. Do not judge
reversibility by how the decision feels now, while nothing depends
on it. Judge it by what undoing it would cost after launch, with real
data written in its shape and real customers built on top. Imagine it
has already shipped, then ask what changing it would take. A
decision that is a small edit today and a coordinated migration
after launch is a heavy decision wearing a light disguise, and it
belongs in the heavy lane now, while moving it there is still free.

This is also why, when you genuinely cannot tell which lane a
decision belongs in, you round up. The two errors are not the
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same size. Treating a light decision as heavy wastes a few
minutes. Treating a heavy decision as light can cost a quarter.
When the mistakes are that lopsided, the uncertain decision goes
in the heavier lane, because being wrong about the weight is itself
far more expensive in one direction than the other.

Do not weigh a decision by how it feels today. Weigh it
by what unmaking it would cost after launch. When you
cannot tell, round up: over-weighting wastes minutes,
under-weighting costs a quarter.

Why AI makes the sorting more urgent
There is a reason this matters more now than it did five years ago.
When humans wrote all the code by hand, the expensive-to-
unmake decisions tended to announce themselves, because
someone had to spend days building them and would naturally
pause at the big ones. AI removed that pause. It builds the heavy
decision and the light one at the same speed, with the same
confidence, in the same afternoon. The natural friction that used to
flag a momentous choice is gone.

So the sorting can no longer be a thing that happens automatically
because the work is slow. It has to be a deliberate habit, applied
up front, because nothing in the build process will slow down to do
it for you. The weight rule is how you put the missing pause back,
but only where it earns its place.
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This gives you a sharper way to read the Decision Spine. The
eight are not eight equal chores. A few of them, on any given
product, will be expensive-to-unmake and broad-in-reach, and
those are where your seriousness goes. The rest you can often
settle quickly. The chapters that follow take the heavy ones one at
a time, and the very first is the one that quietly decides who is
accountable for everything else, because a decision with no name
on it was never really made. The owner with a name is where this
turns next.
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Chapter 8: The Owner
with a Name

The meeting had been going for twenty minutes before anyone
noticed the problem. A customer’s data had been exported to the
wrong place, a real incident with real exposure, and the room was
trying to work out how the export had been designed to behave.
Someone said the platform team owned it. The platform team said
it followed the data team’s spec. The data team said the behavior
came from the original build, which had been mostly generated,
and signed off by, well, everyone. Which is to say, no one.

There was no villain in that room. Every person had acted
reasonably. The failure was older than the incident and quieter
than any of them: a decision that belonged to no one, made by a
process rather than a person, and therefore owned by nobody
when it mattered.
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Why ownership cannot move to the machine
Of the eight decisions on the Spine, this is the one that holds up
all the others, and it is the one most quietly eroded by building with
AI. When a human wrote a feature, ownership was implicit: their
name was on the commits, and everyone knew who to ask. When
an AI agent generates the feature, that thread is cut. The code
exists, it works, and there is no human whose decision it was,
because no human decided it. The machine did, and the machine
cannot own anything.

This is not a technicality. Ownership is not about blame. It is about
who carries the consequence and who has the authority to change
the call. A machine carries no consequence: it will not be in the
incident review, it does not lose a customer, it is not the one
explaining to the board. And because it carries no consequence, it
cannot weigh one. It optimizes for the plausible answer, not the
answer that is right for a business it has no stake in. The
willingness to carry the consequence is what makes someone
able to decide, and that willingness is human or it is absent.

The common belief: as AI takes over more of the building,
ownership naturally shifts to the tools and the platform.

What is actually true: ownership cannot shift to a machine,
because a machine carries no consequence. The more the
machine builds, the more deliberately a human name has to
be attached, or the decision ends up owned by no one.
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Figure 16:  Where responsibility goes to die. “The team”, “everyone”, and “the AI”
all mean the same thing in an incident: no one. Only a single name carries a

consequence and the authority to change the call.

Two kinds of owner
The Spine asks for ownership in two distinct senses, and
conflating them is a common mistake.

The first is the system owner: for each major part of the product,
one named person who is responsible for it over time. The data
layer has an owner. The payment integration has an owner. This is
about stewardship, the person who keeps that part coherent as it
changes.

The second is the decision owner: for each decision on the
Spine, one named person whose call it is. This is narrower and
sharper. It is not who maintains the data layer in general, it is who
decided that money is stored as a single currency, specifically, and
whose call it is to reopen that. The same person often holds both
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roles, but not always, and the decision owner is the one that
prevents the twenty-minute meeting, because it answers “whose
call was this” without an archaeology dig.

The hard part is not writing a name in the slot. It is choosing which
name. Most load-bearing decisions could plausibly belong to three
or four people, and the wrong tiebreakers are the ones that come
most naturally: give it to the most senior person, give it to whoever
was in the chat when it got decided, or give it to the team. There is
a cleaner rule. The owner is the person who carries the
consequence if the decision goes wrong. Not who knows the
most. Not who outranks the others. The one who has to live with
the result.

A startup had to decide how long to keep deleted customer
records before purging them for good. It was a real call with
teeth: too short and a support recovery becomes
impossible, too long and the company is holding data it
promised to delete. It came up in a thread with four people in
it, a senior engineer, a product lead, the founder, and a
junior engineer who happened to be implementing the
feature. The agent proposed thirty days. Nobody objected.
Thirty days shipped, and the slot in everyone’s head read
“we decided that as a group.”

Eight months later a regulator asked the company to prove
who owned the retention window and why thirty days. The
honest answer was that no one did. Four people had been in
the thread, which is to say the decision had been owned by
the room, which is to say by no one. The senior engineer
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assumed product owned the policy. Product assumed the
founder did. The founder assumed it was an engineering
default. The reconstruction took most of a week, and the
worst part was that the choice itself had probably been fine.
What was missing was a person who could stand behind it.

Run the same decision through the consequence rule and it
lands differently. The most senior person in the thread was
the senior engineer, but the senior engineer does not
answer to a regulator for a data-retention promise. The
founder does. The founder carries the legal and reputational
consequence if the window is wrong, and the founder has
the authority to change it. So the owner is the founder,
named, even though the founder wrote none of the code and
the junior engineer wrote all of it. Everyone else in that
thread was an input. One of them was the owner. The thread
could not tell you which, and that was the failure.

Notice what the rule does not say. It does not say the most senior
person owns it, because seniority is not the same as carrying the
consequence. It does not say the person who did the work owns it,
because the junior engineer who implemented the retention
window was not the one a regulator would call. And it never lets
the answer be “the team” or “whoever picks it up next,” because
those are the two phrasings that guarantee no one carries it. The
question is always the same, asked of one decision at a time:
when this goes wrong, whose problem is it, and who can reverse
it. That person gets the name in the slot.
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Neither owner can be a team. “The platform team owns it” is how
the export incident happened. A team is a place responsibility
goes to dissolve, because every member can reasonably assume
another member is carrying it. Ownership has to narrow to a single
name, not because that person does all the work, but because a
single name is the only thing an incident, an auditor, or a future
engineer can actually follow.

A team is where responsibility
dissolves. Only a single name carries a

decision when it comes due.

The owner who can explain it
There is a third thing that has to be owned, and the AI era is the
reason it now needs naming out loud. For each load-bearing part
of the product, one human has to be able to explain how it works
and change it under pressure. Not the person who typed the
prompt. The person who, six months from now, when that part
misbehaves at the worst possible time, can open it, say what it
does and why, and alter it without guessing.

When humans wrote the load-bearing parts, this owner came for
free, roughly. Whoever built it understood it, because
understanding was the cost of building it. AI removes that cost. A
part can now exist, work, and pass review without any human ever
having held the whole of it in their head. The understanding was
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never paid for, so nobody has it. The part is load-bearing and
unowned in the only sense that counts when it breaks.

“The AI wrote it” is the export incident wearing a newer coat. It
names a process, not a person, and a process cannot sit in the
room and explain a choice. This is the same rule as before,
applied one layer down: ownership cannot move to the model. The
model can generate the part. It cannot be the one who
understands it, because it will not be there to answer for it and
could not weigh the answer if it were. So the decision is explicit
now in a way it never had to be: for this load-bearing part, who is
the human that can explain and change it. If the honest answer is
“nobody, the agent made it,” that is not an owned part. That is a
part waiting for the meeting.

A payments flow had been generated almost end to end and
shipped clean. It passed review, it passed the test suite, it
ran in production for five months without a complaint. Then a
card processor changed a response format, and the flow
started silently dropping a small fraction of confirmations.
The engineer who owned the row opened the part to fix it
and found they could read every line and still not say why it
retried the way it did. Nobody could. The understanding had
never been bought, because nothing had forced anyone to
buy it.

The fix took four days, and three of them were one person
reconstructing what the part actually did so a human owned
it before they touched it. They wrote that understanding
down as they went. The next change to that flow took an
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afternoon. The cost was never the bug. The cost was
owning the understanding five months late, in an incident,
instead of once, on purpose, before the first commit.

But isn’t one name just a bottleneck?
The objection comes fast, usually from good instincts: a single
owner sounds like a bottleneck, a single point of failure, or the
start of a blame culture where one person takes the fall. All three
are worth answering, because the answer is the same, and it is
not “spread the ownership out.”

Owning a decision is not doing all the work, and it is not a veto
over everyone else. It is two narrow things: being the one whose
call it is when the call has to be made, and being the one with the
authority to reopen it later. The team can still discuss, the machine
can still propose, ten people can still shape the choice. One name
only means that when the question is “whose call was this,” there
is an answer. That is not the bottleneck. The bottleneck is the
twenty-minute meeting where nobody can say.

The single-point-of-failure worry has it backwards. The unowned
decision is the single point of failure, because it sits in nobody’s
accountability and usually nobody’s memory. A named, recorded
decision is the opposite: when that person leaves, the call does
not leave with them, because the name is attached to a record
anyone can read. The name is not what breaks when the owner
goes. It is what survives them. Blame, meanwhile, is a culture
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problem, not an ownership one. A name on a decision is not
someone to punish. It is someone to ask, and someone who has
the authority to change the answer.

So when you choose the single name, do not pick whoever did the
most work or knows the most code. Pick the person who will carry
the consequence if it goes wrong and has the authority to reverse
it. That is the owner. Everyone else is an input.

A named owner is not the person who does the work. It
is the person who carries the consequence and can
reverse the call. One name is not a bottleneck or a risk;
it is the only thing that survives the meeting, the
incident, and the owner’s own departure.

Putting names on it
The fix is almost embarrassingly simple, which is why it gets
skipped. You write the names down. Not in a reorg, not in a RACI
matrix that takes a workshop to fill in, just a short, living list that
maps the things that matter to the people accountable for them.
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The Ownership Map

A short list, kept where the team can see it, with no entry left
as a team name.

☐ Each major part of the system has one named system
owner.
☐ Each decision on the Spine has one named decision
owner.
☐ No entry reads “the team”, “everyone”, “TBD”, or “the AI”.
Every entry is a person.
☐ When an owner leaves, reassigning their entries is part of
their offboarding, not a thing discovered later in an incident.

Figure 17:  Two kinds of owner, one rule. Each major part of the system has a
named system owner; each decision on the Spine has a named decision owner.

No entry is ever a team.
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The last line is the one teams forget, and it is where building with
AI bites hardest. Because the machine generates so much, the
volume of owned decisions grows faster than it used to, and when
a person leaves, the decisions that were only in their head leave
with them. An ownership map that is not maintained on departure
decays straight back into the export-incident meeting. Ownership
is not a one-time assignment. It is a living record, which is the
second half of why this works and a preview of a chapter still to
come.

A team fills in the Ownership Map for the first time and
learns something uncomfortable in twenty minutes. Most
rows go in fast: the data layer, the founding engineer;
payments, the same person; the front end, a second
engineer. Then they reach the authentication system, and
the room goes quiet. Three people have touched it. The
agent generated most of it. Nobody can say whose call it is,
so the honest first draft of that row reads “the team,” which
the rule does not allow.

That blank is the point of the exercise. They make it a
decision: authentication is now owned by the second
engineer, who reads the existing setup, finds two access
choices nobody had actually decided, and records them.
The decision that had belonged to everyone, which is to say
no one, now has a name and a reason attached.

Three months later that engineer leaves. Because the row
had a name and the choices had records, reassigning it is a
line in their offboarding, not a discovery made during the
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next incident. The map did not prevent the departure. It
made the departure survivable.

What if you are one person, or a flat team?
Two situations make single-name ownership sound beside the
point, and both deserve a straight answer. The first is the solo
founder: if I decide everything, why write my own name on it?
Because the name is not for today. It is for the version of this
company that has ten people and does not remember which of
your past selves made the call, or why. A solo founder who
records decisions is not performing ceremony. They are leaving a
trail for the team they intend to hire, so the reasoning arrives with
the code instead of trapped in one founder’s memory, which is the
single thing most likely to walk out the door.

The second is the flat or consensus-driven team that decides
things together and bristles at putting one name on a shared call.
Consensus and a named owner are not in conflict. Ten people can
shape a decision, argue it, and agree on it, and one of them is still
the person accountable for it and able to reopen it. The name
does not record who did the thinking. It records who answers for
the result. A decision everyone agreed to and nobody owns is
precisely the decision that, when it comes due, everyone assumed
someone else was watching.
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Single-name ownership is not the enemy of solo
founders or flat teams. For the solo founder it leaves a
trail for the team to come. For the flat team it names
who carries the call, not who did the thinking.
Consensus can decide; a name still owns.

Naming the owner answers who decides. It does not yet answer
what they are deciding. The chapters ahead take the heavy
decisions one at a time, and the first is the one that looks like a
simple cost comparison and is actually the deepest ownership
question on the Spine: whether to build a thing at all, or buy it, or
wire to someone else’s. That choice is never really about cost. It is
about what you are willing to own forever. That question opens the
next chapter.
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Chapter 9: Build, Buy,
or Integrate

The cheapest thing to build is usually the most expensive thing to
own.

That sentence sounds like a paradox and is actually just an
accounting error that almost everyone makes. When a team
decides whether to build something or pay for it, they compare the
cost of building. Two weeks to build it ourselves, or a subscription
we would rather not pay. Building wins, because the build cost is
small and visible and the subscription is an ongoing line item
nobody likes. So they build it. And they are measuring the wrong
number.

The build cost is paid once. The ownership cost is paid forever.
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The question that actually matters
When you build something, you do not just pay to create it. You
sign up to own it: the edge cases nobody thought of, the security
patch at midnight, the compliance requirement that lands in two
years, the person who has to still understand it when the original
author is long gone. None of that is in the two-week estimate. All
of it is the real cost, and it does not stop.

When you buy something, you pay money and you own something
different: a dependency, a vendor relationship, a thing you cannot
change at will. When you integrate, you own the seam, the place
your system meets theirs, which is its own kind of ongoing work.
There is no option that comes without ownership. There is only the
choice of which ownership you are signing up to carry.

The common belief: build versus buy is a cost comparison.
Work out which is cheaper and choose that.

What is actually true: it is not a cost question, it is an
ownership question. The capability that is cheapest to build
is often the most expensive to own forever. The real
comparison is which ownership you are willing to carry, not
which build is shorter.

There is no option without ownership.
There is only the choice of which one

you are signing up to carry.
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Figure 18:  Three doors, three kinds of ownership. Build, buy, and integrate are
not cheaper-or-pricier versions of the same thing. Each hands you a different thing

to own for the life of the product.

Why AI tilts the table the wrong way
This decision has quietly become more dangerous, because AI is
extraordinarily good at making the build look cheap. Ask an agent
to build your own authentication, your own billing, your own
search, and it will produce something that works by the end of the
day. The two-week estimate becomes two hours. So the build
cost, the number teams were already over-weighting, collapses
toward zero, and “just build it” wins almost every argument.

But the machine only collapsed the build cost. It did nothing to the
ownership cost. The authentication it generated in an afternoon
still has to handle the password reset attack you did not think of,
the compliance regime you will be audited against, the session
bug that surfaces under load in eighteen months. AI made the
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cheap part free and left the expensive part exactly where it was,
which makes the accounting error more tempting than ever. The
thing it is easiest to have AI build is often the thing you least want
to own.

The reason this matters is not opinion. It is one of the oldest
findings in software engineering, and it has held across decades
of systems: most of what a piece of software costs over its life is
not the building of it. It is the maintaining and changing of it after it
ships. Estimates vary widely by system, but the direction does not:
the part you pay for once is the smaller part, and the part you pay
for forever is the larger one. Building a capability is taking on its
maintenance for the life of the product. That is what “own it”
means in cash terms, and it is the line item that never appears in
the two-week estimate.

The foundational software-maintenance finding, established
across decades of engineering studies, points one way: the

building of software is the smaller share of its lifetime cost. The
maintaining and changing of it, after it ships, is the larger share.
The exact split varies a lot by system, so treat it as a direction,

not a number. Direction: what you pay once is dwarfed by what
you pay forever.

A separate measurement makes the same point from inside the
working day. In The Developer Coefficient (2018), Stripe surveyed
more than 1,000 developers and more than 1,000 C-level
executives and found that developers spent close to a third of their
time dealing with bad code, maintenance, and technical debt
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rather than building anything new. The study framed the resulting
lost productivity as a very large drag on global output. That figure
is dated, and the rate has surely moved since, so read it as a
direction and not a current measurement. The direction is the part
that lasts: a large slice of every team’s capacity is already going to
live with what was built before, and every new capability you
decide to own adds to that slice.

This is where AI changes the shape of the trap without changing
the cost. When the build was the expensive part, a slow build at
least made teams hesitate before owning something generic. Now
the build is the cheap part, and the hesitation is gone. The
maintenance bill is identical: it arrives on the same schedule
whether a human wrote the code in two weeks or an agent wrote it
in two hours. AI making the build feel free does not remove the
ownership. It hides it. You still inherit every line you decide to
keep, and you will meet that code again in a later decision: the
maintainability one, the code you actually have to live with. This
chapter is about which door you choose. That one is about what
the choice leaves on your desk for years.
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Figure 19:  The two costs over time. AI crushes the build cost almost to zero,
which is the part teams already over-weight. The ownership cost, the part that

actually dominates, is untouched and runs for the life of the product.

A team adding paid plans to their product hits the build-or-
buy door on the Spine: build billing, buy it, or integrate.

Build looks irresistible. They ask the agent for subscription
billing, and by the end of the day there are plans, a checkout,
and a table of paying customers. It works in the demo. The
build cost, the number they were weighing, came in near
zero.

What they were not weighing is what they just signed up to
own. Failed payments that need retrying on a schedule.
Refunds, and partial refunds. Proration when someone
upgrades mid-month. Sales tax in every place they sell into,
which changes by law and by location. Emails when a card
expires. An audit trail a finance team, and eventually an
auditor, will need. None of that was in the afternoon. All of it
is theirs now, and most of it is not really software. It is
regulation and edge cases that arrive on someone else’s
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schedule. Each one shows up months apart, small enough to
absorb on its own and large enough, together, to become a
second product the team never meant to build.

Run the three doors honestly and the picture turns over.
Buying a billing platform means owning a dependency and a
monthly bill, but not the tax law. Integrating a payment
processor and building only the thin layer on top means
owning the seam, a middle path. Building it all means owning
the swamp. For most products the capability that was
cheapest to build is the one they least want to own, and the
call is to buy or integrate and spend the saved years on the
part that is actually their product.

The point is not “always buy.” A team with one fixed price in
one country might reasonably build the thin version and own
it happily. The point is that the choice was never about the
two-week estimate. It was about which of three ownership
burdens fits the business, and that is a decision with a name
on it, not a default the scaffold picked on the first afternoon.

The three doors, for billing, side by side:

What you
carry

Build it Buy a
platform

Integrate a
processor

Sales tax, by
place and law

Yours, forever Theirs Yours

Failed
payments,
dunning,
refunds

Yours Theirs Mostly yours
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The audit trail
finance needs

Yours to build Theirs Yours

A monthly bill None Theirs Smaller

What you can
change at will

Everything Little The seam

Read down the columns and the question stops being which is
cheaper to start, and becomes which of these you are willing to
own for the life of the product.

The routine
The decision is not hard once you ask the right question, but you
have to force the right question, because the build cost will keep
shouting and the ownership cost will stay quiet. So make the
ownership cost speak. For any core capability, run the three doors
deliberately.
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The Three-Door Routine

For a capability you are about to build, buy, or integrate:

☐ Name what you would own forever under each of the
three doors, not what each costs to start. Edge cases,
security, compliance, on-call, and the person who must
understand it in three years.
☐ Ask the ownership question out loud: which of these are
we genuinely willing to own, including the parts that are not
code?
☐ Have AI lay out the options and trade-offs. Let it compare.
Do not let the comparison become the decision.
☐ A named human makes the call, and the record states the
door chosen and the doors rejected, with the reason.

That third point is the one to guard. AI is genuinely good at laying
out two or three options with honest trade-offs, and that is a real
help. What it cannot do is own the consequence, because it will
not be here for it. The moment its comparison quietly becomes
your decision, with no human name in between, you have made
the most expensive decision in the build with nobody accountable
for it. Compare, do not decide. The comparison is the machine’s.
The decision is yours.

A second capability through all three doors
Billing showed how the doors behave when the hidden cost is
regulation. Authentication shows the same routine when the
hidden cost is attack surface. Take a single capability, the way
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users sign in and stay signed in, and walk it through each door
honestly. The point is not to find the cheap one. It is to see what
each door actually hands you, so the comparison can sit on the
table before anyone decides.

Build it. The agent produces a working sign-in by lunch: a users
table, hashed passwords, a session cookie, a reset link. The demo
logs in fine. What you have agreed to own is the whole attack
surface and its maintenance, indefinitely. Password reset flows
that an attacker will probe. Rate limiting on the login form so it
cannot be brute-forced. Session expiry and rotation. Account
lockout. The breach disclosure you will read in two years about a
hashing choice that was fine the day it was written and is not fine
now. None of that was in the lunch. All of it is yours, and it is the
kind of work where one missed case is not a bug ticket, it is an
incident.

Buy it. You hand sign-in to an identity provider and own a vendor
relationship and its limits. The attack surface is largely theirs to
defend and patch, which is the thing you were least equipped to
own. In return you carry a dependency you cannot change at will,
a per-active-user bill that grows with success, and a ceiling on
customization: when their flow does not fit a login experience your
product needs, you wait for their roadmap or you do without.

Integrate it. You use an authentication library or a hosted primitive
and build only the thin layer above it. Now you own a dependency
and its failure behavior: what your system does when the library
ships a breaking change, when the hosted call times out mid-login,
when an upgrade is forced by a published vulnerability. It is the

116



Chapter 9: Build, Buy, or Integrate

middle path. Less attack surface than building, more control than
buying, and a seam you are on the hook to keep working.

Three doors, three different things to own. None of them is
ownership-free. The routine has done its job the moment those
three burdens are written down side by side, because now a
human can weigh them instead of the scaffold picking one on the
first afternoon. That weighing ends in a record, not a vibe:

Decision: For first-party user sign-in, integrate a
maintained authentication library and build only the thin
session layer on top.

Rejected, with reasons:

• Build it ourselves: owning the full authentication attack
surface and its maintenance is cost with no product
upside; one missed case is an incident, not a ticket.

• Buy a full identity provider: per-active-user pricing and
the customization ceiling do not fit the login experience
the product needs at this stage.

Owner: the engineering lead (named in the record,
accountable for the consequence).

Reopen trigger: revisit if we need enterprise single sign-on
or SAML for a customer, if the library is abandoned or ships
an unpatched vulnerability, or if active-user pricing on a
bought provider becomes cheaper than the seam we
maintain.

Notice what the record does. It names the door chosen, names
the doors rejected and why in one line each, puts a human on the
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consequence, and states the one condition that would make the
team open the question again. It is not paperwork. It is the
difference between a decision someone can defend in two years
and a default nobody remembers making. There is no option
without ownership here either. There was only the choice of which
ownership fit, made by a person, written down, reopenable on a
known trigger.

What to build, and what to never build
The three doors still leave a question: which capabilities go
through which door? There is a clean heuristic, and AI makes it
more important, not less. Build the thing that is your actual
product, the capability a customer would choose you for. Buy or
integrate everything that is necessary but generic, the plumbing
every product in your category has and no customer picks you
because of.

The test is one question. If this capability were the best in the
world, would anyone choose us because of it? If yes, it is your
product. Own it on purpose, build it deliberately, and put your
seriousness there. If no, it is plumbing. Owning it is pure cost with
no upside, and the goal is to own as little of it as you can get away
with.

What changed with AI is the temptation. When building the
plumbing took weeks, teams bought it because they had no
choice. Now the agent builds the plumbing in an afternoon, so
teams build it, and quietly take on the forever-cost of owning a
dozen things no customer will ever reward them for. Cheap to build
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is not the same as worth owning. The plumbing is the exact place
where the cheap build and the expensive ownership pull furthest
apart.

Build what a customer would choose you for. Buy or
integrate everything else. AI making the plumbing
cheap to build is not a reason to own it. It is the trap.

There is one decision on the Spine that is even more unforgiving
than this one, because it gives you no warning at all. Build-versus-
buy at least announces itself, you know you are choosing. The
next one hides completely. It looks fine in every demo, sails
through launch, and only turns expensive the week real customers
and real data arrive, by which point it is the hardest thing in the
system to change. That hidden decision is the one the next
chapter takes on.
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Chapter 10: The
Decision That Gets
Expensive Only After
Launch

There is one decision on the Spine that gives you no warning. The
others at least announce themselves. Build-versus-buy feels like a
choice while you make it. Ownership is visible the moment you
ask who. But this one is silent. It looks correct in every demo,
passes every test, sails through launch, and behaves perfectly
until the exact moment it cannot, which is the week real customers
and real data arrive in volume. By then it is the single hardest thing
in the system to change.

It is the shape of your data and the shape of your load. And it is
the one place where the most trusted advice in software, keep it
flexible and evolve it later, is not just unhelpful but actively wrong.
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These are twin halves of one decision, and they hide the same
way. The shape of your data is what each record can hold and
how records relate. The shape of your load is what happens when
the number of users, requests, or records grows past the size the
first design quietly assumed. Both look correct in the demo. Both
stay correct through launch. Both turn from a code change into a
migration the moment real volume arrives. This chapter takes the
data half, because it is the cleaner one to reason about: the
records exist, they are in the wrong shape, and customers depend
on them. The load half has its own chapter ahead, “The Scale You
Never Decided,” because the failure there is quieter still: nothing
breaks at all until the day it breaks completely. Decide them as a
pair. They are the same kind of decision wearing two faces.

Why this one hides
Most bad decisions leave a mark you can see early. This one does
not, for a specific reason: on day one there is almost no data, and
almost no load. A schema that can only represent one currency
works flawlessly when every customer uses one currency. A
design that assumes a few thousand records is indistinguishable
from a good one when there are a few hundred. The decision is
not wrong yet. It is just waiting, and nothing in your demo, your
tests, or your first month will reveal that it is waiting.

Then the data arrives. And here is the trap that makes this
decision different from every other one: by the time the symptom
shows up, the data already exists in the wrong shape, and
customers already depend on it. You are no longer changing a
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decision. You are migrating history. The cost did not just rise along
the curve from Chapter 3. It changed category, from “edit the
design” to “rewrite the data while it is in use, without losing or
corrupting any of it, while customers are relying on it.”

By the time the data shape shows you it
was wrong, the data already exists in

that shape and customers already
depend on it. You are not editing a

decision anymore. You are migrating
history.

Picture a billing table that stores each amount as a single
number: 4995 means forty-nine ninety-five. It is correct, it is
simple, and for eighteen months every customer pays in one
currency, so the number is enough on its own. Then the
product signs its first customer abroad, and that single
number is suddenly ambiguous: 4995 of what? The fix in
new code is one extra field, a currency code next to the
amount. The fix in existing data is the expensive part. Every
historical row was written without that field, every report
summed those numbers as if they shared a currency, and
every total a customer has already seen was computed on
the old assumption. You cannot just add the column going
forward and call it done. You have to decide what the old
rows meant, write that decision into a hundred thousand
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records, re-check every report that ever added them up, and
do all of it without changing a single number a customer
already trusts. The same one-line field, decided before the
first commit, would have cost nothing. The symptom never
appeared until the data was already large, already live, and
already wrong.

Figure 20:  Why the data-shape decision hides. With little data and little load, the
right shape and the wrong shape behave identically. The gap only opens after

launch, exactly when it becomes hardest to change.

A team builds a product where people create and manage
documents. The agent does the obvious, correct thing: every
document has one owner, a single user it belongs to. The
whole system is built on it. Permissions check the owner.
Queries filter by owner. The dashboard says “your
documents.” It is clean, it works, and it is exactly right for the
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demo, where every document has one owner because every
account is one person.

A year in, the customers who pay the most ask for the
obvious thing: let a team share documents. Several people,
one document. And the team discovers that “one owner per
document” is not a line of code to change. It is an
assumption welded into every table, every query, and every
permission check in the product. Adding sharing is no longer
a feature. It is a migration of live data, a rewrite of every
query that assumed a single owner, a rebuild of the
permission checks, and a careful backfill, all run while
thousands of customers depend on the old shape and
cannot be taken offline. The team prices it at weeks of work
and a staged rollout, to add a capability that “one or more
owners” would have allowed from the start at no cost.

Here is the part that matters, because the lesson is not “they
should have built sharing on day one.” They should not have.
Building collaboration before a single customer asked for it
would have been the over-engineering this chapter is about
to warn against. What they should have done was cheaper
and smaller: not weld “exactly one owner” into the
foundation, when “one or more owners” cost almost nothing
to allow at the start and a quarter to retrofit later. The
decision was never “build sharing.” It was “do not make
sharing impossible for free.”
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When “evolve it later” is right, and when it is
fatal
The advice to stay flexible and evolve as you learn is good advice.
It is correct for most of a system, most of the time. The mistake is
applying it everywhere, including the few places where “later” is
not an evolution but a rebuild.

For a button, a screen layout, an internal API you control, even
most business logic, evolve-it-later is exactly right: those are
cheap to change because changing them does not require
touching data that already exists. The data and load shape is the
exception, because it is the one decision where the cost of
changing later is dominated not by the code but by the data the
code has already written. You cannot lazily evolve the shape of a
million existing records the way you can swap a component.

The common belief: do not over-engineer the data model
early; keep it flexible and evolve it as you learn.

What is actually true: “evolve it later” is sound for most of a
system and dangerous for exactly this decision. The data
and load shape is the one place where “later” is a migration
of live data, not an evolution. The flexible-architecture school
is right in general and wrong about this specific choice.

This is why AI makes the trap worse. Ask an agent to build a
feature and it will choose a data shape that is correct for the
example in front of it, which is small and singular, because that is
the information it has. It is not thinking about your five-year history,
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your second currency, your reporting requirements, or your tenth
enterprise customer, because none of that is in the prompt. It picks
the shape that works for the demo, confidently, and the shape that
works for the demo is precisely the one that hides its cost until
launch.

Figure 21:  Two kinds of decision. Most choices are safe to defer because
changing them later touches only code. The data and load shape is not, because

changing it later means migrating data that already exists.

How to find the ones that cannot wait
You do not need to perfect the data model before you start. You
need to identify the few decisions inside it that cannot be deferred,
decide those, and let the rest evolve. The test is the same weight
rule from Chapter 7, pointed specifically at data: which choices, if
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wrong, would require migrating existing records rather than editing
code?

A handful of shapes are heavy almost every time, and they are
worth memorizing as the usual suspects. Anything that assumes
one of something that could later be many: one currency, one
owner, one region, one tenant. Anything that keeps only the
current value when a history will be wanted later. Anything that
uses a changeable real-world fact as a permanent key, such as an
email address or a name. And anything about time that ignores
time zones. When a decision touches one of these, treat it as
heavy until proven otherwise.
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The Cannot-Evolve-Later Check (for data and load)

Before the first commit, ask these and decide any that get a
worried answer:

☐ Could this need to hold a kind of value it cannot today (a
second currency, multiple owners, more than one of
something we assumed was one)? If yes, decide the shape
now.
☐ Will we need history or reporting across this data later?
Backfilling history you did not capture is not an evolution;
capture it from the start or decide explicitly not to.
☐ What volume changes the picture? Name the scale at
which today’s shape stops working, and decide whether you
expect to cross it.
☐ If the honest answer is “we do not know yet,” that is not
permission to let the shape default. It is a genuine unknown
to name and settle on purpose, rather than bury under the
machine’s confident guess.

Walk the check across two fields and you can feel how little it
costs to do right. A team is building a tool that tracks expenses for
small businesses. The agent has produced a clean first pass, and
two of its fields land squarely on the usual suspects.

The first is a tax rate stored as one number on each business: a
single percentage the whole account uses. It is correct for the
demo, where every test business sits in one jurisdiction. Run the
first question of the check against it: could this need to hold a kind
of value it cannot today? Yes, the moment a business operates
across two regions with two rates, or hires a contractor taxed
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differently from staff. One number per account cannot represent
that, and by the time a customer needs it, every expense already
recorded was computed against the single old rate. The durable
shape is a rate that belongs to a context (a region, a category, a
date range) rather than to the whole account. Deciding that before
the first commit is a table design choice that costs a few minutes.
Retrofitting it after a year of recorded expenses is a migration of
every number a customer has already filed.

The second field keeps only the current status of each expense:
pending, approved, or paid, overwritten in place each time it
changes. It passes every demo, because the demo only ever
shows the latest state. Run the second question: will we need
history or reporting across this data later? Almost certainly. The
first time finance asks how long approvals take, or an auditor asks
who changed an expense from pending to paid and when, the
answer is gone, because each change erased the one before it.
You cannot backfill a history you never wrote down. The durable
shape captures each status change as its own record instead of
overwriting a single field. Again, the cost before the first commit is
close to nothing. The cost after is reconstructing a timeline that no
longer exists.

Notice what the team did not do. They did not redesign the whole
schema, model every field for every imaginable future, or build the
multi-region tax engine no customer has asked for. They changed
two field shapes, on purpose, because both answered the check
with a worried yes. Everything else they left flexible, to evolve as
they learn. That is the whole discipline: not a perfect data model,
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just the few expensive-to-unmake choices made deliberately and
the rest left alone.

The goal is not to predict the future. It is to make the few data-
shape decisions that are expensive to unmake on purpose, with a
named owner and a recorded reason, instead of inheriting them
from whatever shape made the first demo pass.

The data shape is a decision about the part of the system you
control most completely: your own data, in your own store. The
very next decision is its mirror image. It is about the parts you
control least, the outside services your product leans on to do its
job, every one of which will fail at some point. What your product
does in that hour is a decision too, and it is the one teams are
most likely to make by accident. Deciding that failure on purpose is
the next chapter’s work.
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Chapter 11: The
Dependency You Pre-
Agreed to Fail

You have already agreed to an outage. You just have not noticed
which one.

Every outside service your product calls is a promise you have
made to your customers on someone else’s behalf. Your payment
provider, your email sender, your authentication service, the API
you pull data from, the queue you push jobs to. Each one will go
down at some point, because everything goes down at some
point. And for each one, your product already has a behavior for
that moment. The only question is whether you chose that
behavior or inherited it. If you inherited it, you have pre-agreed to
whatever the default failure looks like, and the default failure is
almost always the worst one.
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The decision hiding inside a dependency
When a team adds a dependency, they make one decision and
skip another. They decide to use the service. They skip deciding
what happens when it is not there. The first decision feels like the
whole decision, because the service works and the integration is
the visible work. The second decision gets made anyway, silently,
by whatever the code does when the call fails, and what the code
does by default is usually to fail along with it: hang, error out, or
take the whole request down with the dependency.

So a dependency with no failure decision is not a dependency you
are using. It is an outage you have agreed to and not scheduled.
When the provider goes down, your product goes down with it, in
whatever way the unwritten default chose, and you find out what
you agreed to at the same moment your customers do.

The common belief: the decision is which dependency to
use. Pick the good one and the integration is done.

What is actually true: choosing the dependency is half the
decision. The other half is what your product does the hour it
is down, and if you do not decide that, you have not avoided
the decision. You have defaulted to the worst version of it.

A dependency with no failure decision
is an outage you have already agreed

to, and not noticed.
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Figure 22:  Every dependency is two decisions, not one. Teams make the first and
skip the second. The second one gets made anyway, by the default, and the

default is usually to fail along with the thing that failed.

Most outages are not your fault, and still your
problem
There is a reason this decision deserves real weight rather than a
shrug. A large share of serious outages do not originate in a
team’s own code at all. They come in through a third party the
team depended on: a provider that went down, an API that
changed, a service that degraded. Across the nine years the
Uptime Institute has tracked publicly reported outages, it has
attributed roughly two-thirds of them to third-party IT and
infrastructure providers (cloud, telecom, and data-center services)
rather than to the affected company’s own code. That figure is
about large infrastructure providers, but the same logic runs all the
way down to the single API your feature calls: the failure that takes
you down is most often one you do not own. You can write
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flawless code and still be taken down by something you do not
control.

 2 in 3

Across nine years of tracked public outages, the Uptime Institute
attributes roughly two-thirds to third-party providers, not the

affected company’s own code. (Uptime Institute, Annual Outage
Analysis)

What you do control is what your product does in that moment,
and that is a decision, not an accident.

The point is not to eliminate dependencies. Building everything
yourself is the Chapter 9 mistake in a different costume, and it just
converts a dependency you can reason about into a pile of code
you have to own. The point is to decide, for each one, what
happens when it fails, so that the failure is something you
designed rather than something that happens to you.
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Figure 23:  The same outage, two products. One pre-agreed to fail with its
dependency. The other decided in advance to degrade: queue the work, show a
clear message, fall back, and recover. Same external failure, opposite customer

experience.

A product shows personalized recommendations on its main
page, pulled live from a third-party service. The agent wired it
the obvious way: when the page loads, it calls the
recommendation service and waits for the answer. It works.
The recommendations are nice. Nobody decided what
happens if that call is slow or fails, because in the demo it
never is.

Months later the recommendation service has a bad
afternoon. It does not fail cleanly; it goes slow. Every page
load now waits on a call that never returns, and one by one,
every page in the product hangs. The whole thing is
effectively down, for every customer, over a feature most of
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them would not have missed for an hour. The blast radius of
a recommendation panel turned out to be the entire product.

The fix was never to drop the dependency, and it was not a
feat of engineering. It was a decision nobody had made: this
panel is allowed to fail by itself. Decide that, and the call gets
a short timeout and the page renders without it when it does
not answer in time. The same outage becomes one empty
box on an otherwise working page. Same external failure,
and the gap between “the product is down” and “one panel is
blank” is a single sentence somebody could have written
before launch, and a few minutes of work once it was written.

The lesson is the uncomfortable one. A dependency’s blast
radius has nothing to do with how important the service feels.
A trivial feature, wired without a failure decision, can take
down everything. An important one, decided properly, can fail
in a corner.

Deciding the failure before it happens
The work is small and it is mostly a list. For each outside service
the business relies on, you write down what happens the hour it is
down, before that hour arrives. This is not a disaster-recovery plan
or a heavy resilience program. It is a few decided answers, made
once, recorded, owned.
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The Dependency Failure List

For each outside service the product depends on, decide
and record:

☐ Blast radius: when this is down, what exactly stops
working for the customer? (If the answer is “the whole
product”, that is itself a decision to revisit.)
☐ Chosen behavior: what should happen instead? Queue
and retry, fall back to a secondary, degrade to a reduced
mode, or show a clear honest message. Pick one on
purpose.
☐ Owner: who is responsible for this dependency and its
failure behavior, by name.
☐ Detection: how do we find out it is down before the
customer tells us?

Filled in for one product, the list is a short table the team can
actually act on:

Dependency When it is
down

Chosen
behavior

Owner

Payment
provider

Checkout stops Show “try
again shortly”,
keep the cart

Founder

Email service Receipts
delayed

Queue and
send on
recovery

Engineer
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Recommendation
API

One panel
blank

Render the
page without it

Engineer

Three rows, decided before launch. Each is a small, boring
sentence, and each is the difference between an outage the team
designed and an outage that designed itself.

“We will add monitoring” is not a failure decision
There is a reflex that shows up the moment you raise this list,
usually from the most operationally serious person in the room: we
will add monitoring, we will get alerted when something breaks, so
we are covered. It is the right instinct aimed at the wrong half of
the problem. Monitoring answers a different question than the one
the list asks.

Monitoring tells you that a dependency broke. It does not decide
what your product does while it is broken. Those are two separate
things, and a team that has done the first often believes it has
done the second. The detection item on the list (how do we find
out before the customer tells us) is real work and worth doing. But
it sits in the same column as the chosen behavior, not in place of
it. An alert that fires at 2am to tell you the payment provider is
down is useful only if someone already decided, in daylight, what
checkout should do in that hour. If nobody decided, the alert just
gives you a faster seat to watch the default failure you never
chose.

Put plainly: monitoring shortens the time between the break and
your knowledge of it. The failure decision determines what your
customers experience during that gap, and the gap is never zero.
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The page that hangs for every user keeps hanging while the on-
call engineer reads the alert, opens a laptop, and works out that
nobody wrote down what was supposed to happen. Detection
without a decided behavior is a smoke alarm in a building with no
exits. You will know early. You will know precisely. And your
product will still be doing the worst possible thing the whole time
you know it.

So the counter holds. A dependency with no failure decision is an
outage you already agreed to, and adding monitoring does not
unsign that agreement. It only tells you sooner that you signed it.

Run this for AI-built integrations especially, because they are
where the second decision is most reliably skipped. When you ask
an agent to integrate a service, it will write the happy-path call that
works when the service is up, because that is what “integrate this”
means to it. It will rarely decide, on its own, what your product
should do when the service is down, because that is a judgment
about your customers and your risk, not a coding task. The
integration will look complete and be missing exactly half the
decision.

You cannot decide every dependency, and
you do not have to
The honest objection to the list is that a real product has dozens of
dependencies, and counting what those depend on, hundreds.
You will not write a failure decision for every one, and you should
not try. That is the over-process trap from Chapter 7, pointed at
dependencies.
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Apply the weight rule, but rank by the right thing: not how
important the service sounds, but its blast radius. The
recommendation panel that can hang every page outranks a
billing provider that fails into a clean retry. Decide the failure
behavior for the handful with the widest blast radius, recorded and
owned. For the long tail of small ones, accept the default, but
accept it as a decision: we looked, the blast radius is small, we are
letting this one fail plainly. That sentence is cheap. The difference
between writing it and skipping it is the difference between a risk
you chose and an outage you backed into.

Ranking changes which name goes at the top, and the change is
the whole point. Take a composite product with four outside
services. Ask one question for each: when this is down, what
breaks, and for how many people? The payment provider sounds
like the crown jewel, and it matters, but it sits behind a button only
buyers press, and when it fails the rest of the product keeps
working. The analytics tag is on every page and feels load-bearing
because it is everywhere, yet when it dies nobody who is not on
the team notices. Now the two quiet ones. The authentication
service gates the login screen, so if it goes down nobody new gets
in, but everyone already signed in keeps working, which caps the
damage. And the recommendation API, the feature an executive
would cut first to save money, is called on every page load with no
timeout, so when it slows it takes the whole product down for
everyone at once.

Lined up by blast radius rather than by how much each one
matters on a slide, the order inverts:

140



Chapter 11: The Dependency You Pre-Agreed to Fail

Dependency Sounds like When it is
down, who is

affected

Blast radius

Recommendation
API

A nice-to-have Everyone,
every page

hangs

Widest

Authentication Critical New and
returning

logins only

Medium

Payment
provider

The crown
jewel

Buyers at
checkout only

Narrow

Analytics tag Everywhere Nobody
outside the

team

None

The thing at the top of the list is the one a budget review would cut
first. The thing everyone calls critical sits in the middle. That
inversion is exactly why importance is the wrong sort order. You
feel which services are important. You have to work out which
ones are dangerous, and the work is one sentence each: when
this is down, who is affected, and how widely. Sort by that answer,
decide the failure behavior for the top of the list, and let the bottom
fail plainly.

A dependency’s blast radius is not the same as its
importance. Decide the failure behavior for the few that
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can take down the most, and let the rest fail plainly, on
purpose rather than by accident.

So far the Spine has been about decisions you can make once
you know enough: which door, which shape, which failure
behavior. But some of the most important decisions sit on top of
something you genuinely do not know yet, and pretending
otherwise is how teams get the big ones wrong with total
confidence. Naming what you do not know, and refusing to let it be
guessed, is its own discipline. That discipline is what the next
chapter teaches.
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Chapter 12: What You
Do Not Know Yet

What do you not know about this build?

It is the most useful question in this book and the one teams are
least comfortable answering, because naming what you do not
know feels like admitting you are not ready. So instead of naming
it, teams paper over it. They let an assumption stand in for an
answer, build on top of the assumption, and discover much later
that the thing they did not know was the thing that mattered most.
The unknown did not go away because nobody named it. It just
went unmanaged.

The decision here is not to know everything before you start. That
is impossible and waiting for it is its own failure. The decision is to
name the genuine unknowns out loud, and then settle them
deliberately, with a timeboxed look, instead of letting them be
settled by a confident guess.
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The two bad ways to handle not knowing
When a team hits something they do not know, they usually do
one of two things, and both are mistakes.

The first is to guess and move on, dressing the guess as a
decision. “We will assume traffic stays in one region.” “We will
assume the file sizes stay small.” The assumption gets built in,
unmarked, and behaves exactly like an unmade decision from
Chapter 2: no owner, no recorded reason, discovered in
production. The guess felt like progress because it unblocked the
work. It was actually a landmine with a delay on it.

The second is to stall: to treat the unknown as a reason not to
decide anything, and let the whole build wait on a question that a
day of investigation would answer. This is the over-caution failure,
and it is why people associate “being rigorous” with “being slow.”
The unknown becomes an excuse rather than a task.

The right path is neither. Name the unknown as an unknown,
which is itself a decision and a relief, then convert it into a small,
bounded investigation with a deadline and a question. Not open-
ended research. A timeboxed look that exists to produce one
decision.

The common belief: you should not start until the
unknowns are resolved, or, if you are the bold type, you
should just make a call and keep moving.

What is actually true: both stalling and guessing are
failures. Name the unknown, then settle it with a timeboxed
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investigation aimed at one decision. The naming is the
decision; the answer comes from the look, not from
confidence.

Naming the unknown is the decision.
The answer comes from a timeboxed

look, not a confident guess.

Figure 24:  Three roads from “we do not know yet.” Guessing buries a landmine.
Stalling freezes the build. The timeboxed look turns the unknown into a decision

on a deadline.

The timeboxed look
The tool here goes by many names in practice. The shape is
always the same: a small, time-limited investigation whose only job
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is to retire one unknown by turning it into a decision. It has a fixed
deadline so it cannot become a research project. It has one
question so it cannot wander. And it ends in a recorded decision,
not a document, because the point was never to learn in general, it
was to decide this.

The Spike-It-or-Guess-It Rule

When you hit something you do not know that a decision
depends on:

☐ Name it as an explicit unknown, with the decision that is
waiting on it.
☐ Decide if it is load-bearing. If getting it wrong is cheap
to reverse, just pick a reasonable answer, record it, and
move on. Not everything earns an investigation.
☐ If it is load-bearing, box it: one question, a fixed time
limit (hours or a day, not “a sprint”), and a named person.
☐ End in a decision, recorded with the reason and what
the look found. The output of a spike is a decision, not a
report.

The middle step matters as much as the others. Not every
unknown deserves an investigation, and treating each one as a
research project is the over-caution trap again. The weight rule
from Chapter 7 applies here too: spend the timeboxed look only on
unknowns whose answer is expensive to get wrong.
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Write the unknown as the decision it is
blocking
The reason most “let me look into it” tasks sprawl is that they are
aimed at a topic instead of a decision. “Research the data service”
can run forever. Phrase it as the decision waiting underneath, with
the threshold that would flip the call, and the look gets an exit.

A team wants a feature that depends on a third-party data
service, and the unknown underneath it is real: will that
service keep up with how often the product will call it, on the
plan the team can afford? They could guess it is fine and
build on top, which is the landmine. They could argue about
it for two weeks without touching it, which is the stall. Instead
they name the unknown as one question with a number in it:
at our expected volume, does this service answer inside our
plan’s limit, or does it throttle us? Then they box it. One
engineer, one afternoon, a throwaway script that calls the
service at the volume they expect.

The look answers in three hours, and the answer is no. At
the volume the product will reach within months, the service
throttles hard on the plan the team can afford, and the plan
that would not throttle costs more than the entire feature is
worth. The gap was not close. It was off by an order of
magnitude, the kind no amount of clever coding around it
would have closed. That is not a disappointment. It is the
cheapest possible version of finding out: an afternoon,
instead of a customer-facing meltdown the week after
launch. The decision writes itself. Pick a different provider
now, recorded and owned, before a line of code depends on
the one that cannot keep up.
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Box it even when you suspect an afternoon will not fully settle the
question, because the timebox does not promise certainty. It
promises a decision by the deadline. If the look comes back clear,
you decide on what it found. If it comes back murky, you still
decide, and the decision absorbs the doubt: take the path that is
cheapest to reverse, name the signal that would make you revisit
it, and record both. “We are not sure, so we chose the reversible
option and we are watching for this” is a real decision with an
owner. “We will figure it out later” is not. The box always ends in a
decision. The only question is whether it is a confident one or a
careful one.

The shape of the question is what makes the look end on time.
Watch what happens when the same unknown is phrased two
ways. “Is the search fast enough?” has no edge. Anyone can
argue it for a week, because “fast enough” means whatever the
loudest person in the room wants it to mean that day. Now phrase
it as a number against a threshold: at the volume we expect in the
first year, does a search return in under the time our customers will
sit through before they leave, yes or no? That version has a wall. It
can be answered, it can be wrong, and it tells you the moment you
have an answer. A question you can fail is a question you can
finish.

So a second team is staring at a different unknown, and they write
it the same disciplined way. Their product runs a search across a
growing set of records, and nobody knows whether the approach
they have sketched holds up once real customers pile on. The
threshold is not invented in a meeting. They go and find the one
the business already lives by: support has logged for years that
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customers abandon a slow screen, and the line where
abandonment climbs sits around two seconds. So the question
gets a number on both sides. At the record count they expect a
year out, does a search come back under two seconds at the
volume of people searching at once, yes or no?

The unknown, written as a question with a threshold

Vague version (never ends): “Will search performance be
okay at scale?”

Boxed version (ends in a decision):

• Question: At 2 million records and 50 concurrent
searches, does a query return in under 2 seconds?

• Threshold and its source: 2 seconds, taken from the
support log where customer abandonment climbs, not a
number someone liked.

• Box: one engineer, one day, a seeded dataset and a
small load script. No production code.

• Exit: a recorded decision, whichever way the number
lands.

What the look found: at that volume the sketched approach
answered in roughly six seconds, well past the wall. The
recorded decision was not “make it faster somehow.” It was
a specific, owned choice about how the data would be
stored and queried, made before any feature was built on
the slow version, with the measured six-second number
written next to the reason.
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Notice that the team did not resolve the unknown by being smart
about it. They resolved it by measuring it. That is the whole
discipline in one move: when you do not know, you do not reason
your way to a confident answer and you do not let the argument
run, you name the question with a number in it and you go get the
number. Naming the unknown is the decision. Resolving it, rather
than guessing it, is how the decision gets made well.

There is a reason the number and the threshold do most of the
work. A threshold turns an opinion into a test, and a test is the only
kind of unknown that can be closed for good. Without it, the
answer drifts: what felt fast enough in the planning meeting feels
slow once the demo is in front of a customer, and the argument
reopens with nothing to settle it. With a measured number written
next to a recorded reason, the question stays closed even after the
people who answered it move on. The next engineer reads the
decision, sees the six seconds and the two-second line, and
understands in one glance both what was chosen and what would
force a rethink.

A genuine unknown becomes a decision the moment you
can write it as a question that can fail: a number you expect
to hit, a threshold drawn from something real (a support log,
a contract, a cost you cannot exceed), and one of two
answers. If your “unknown” cannot be phrased that way, it is
not yet a question, it is a worry. Give it a number, give it a
box, and let the look settle it. Resolve, do not guess.
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Why this is the decision AI is worst at
Of all eight decisions, this is the one where building with AI is most
quietly dangerous, and it is worth being precise about why. An AI
agent has no way to signal “I do not know.” It is built to produce an
answer, and it produces one for everything, in the same confident
register whether it is on solid ground or guessing. It will not stop
and say the load pattern is genuinely uncertain and should be
measured. It will pick a plausible load pattern and build for it, and
the guess will be indistinguishable, in the code, from a measured
decision.

This is the inverse of a human expert, who signals uncertainty with
hedges and caveats you can hear. The machine’s confidence is
flat across everything, so the burden of knowing what is genuinely
unknown moves entirely to you. If you do not name the unknowns,
no one and nothing in the process will. The machine will quietly
convert every one of them into a confident guess, and you will
inherit the guesses as if they were decisions.
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Figure 25:  A human expert’s confidence rises and falls with how much they
actually know. An AI agent answers everything at the same high confidence, so it
never flags the unknown. Naming the unknown becomes entirely the human’s job.

The Spine is almost complete. There is one decision left in this
part, and it is the one teams treat as pure operations, a thing to
sort out later when they deploy. It is not operations. It is a decision
about whether your product behaves the same in the place
customers use it as in the place you built it, and about who is
allowed to reach into the place customers use it. Both have no
symptom on day one and a serious one later. The next chapter
takes up both.
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Chapter 13: Where It
Runs and Who Can
Touch It

It worked on the developer’s machine. It worked in every test. It
went down in the first hour of real traffic, and the reason turned out
to be a single setting that was one value on the laptops where it
was built and a different value in the place where customers used
it. Nobody had decided the two should match. Nobody had
decided they should differ either. The difference was just there,
inherited from two defaults that were never compared.

This is the last decision on the Spine, and it is the one teams most
often file under “operations, deal with it later.” It is not operations. It
is two decisions, both invisible on day one and both expensive
later: whether your product behaves the same where it runs as
where it was built, and who is allowed to reach into the place
where it runs.
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The same-behavior decision
A product is built in one environment and used in another. On the
laptop, in the test suite, in the staging system, in production: these
are different places, and software behaves according to the place
it is in. Different settings, different data, different scale, different
versions of the things around it. When those places drift apart, you
get the worst class of bug there is, the one that does not
reproduce, because the thing that triggers it only exists where you
cannot easily look.

The decision is whether to keep the places the same on purpose,
or to let them drift by default. Letting them drift is free today and
expensive forever, because every difference between where you
build and where you run is a place a bug can hide from you.
Keeping them aligned costs a little discipline up front and removes
an entire category of incident.

Here is what that category looks like from the inside. A team ships
a feature that sorts customer names. It works on every laptop. It
works in every test. Two weeks after launch, a customer reports
that their list is in the wrong order, and the support engineer who
tries to confirm it sees the list sorted correctly on their own screen.
The bug is real for the customer and invisible to everyone trying to
fix it. The cause was a language setting: the laptops where the
code was built were all configured one way, and the machine
where it ran for customers had inherited a different one, so the
same sort produced a different order. Nobody chose that
difference. It came from two defaults that were never put side by
side. The team spent the better part of a week chasing a bug they
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could not make happen, which is the most expensive kind to
chase, because you cannot watch the thing you are trying to fix.

That is one bug, but it stands in for a whole family: a date that is
correct in one timezone and a day off in another, a number
formatted with a comma in one place and a period in another, a
library that is one version where the code was written and a
slightly older one where it runs. Each is small. Each is invisible
until it reaches the one environment the developers cannot easily
open. Deciding to keep parity on purpose does not just prevent
these one at a time. It removes the whole category, because a bug
that can only appear in production is a bug that, by definition, you
have agreed not to let exist anywhere your developers cannot see
it. The reproducibility promise is the parity decision stated as a
test: if it happens to a customer, it can happen on the bench. If it
cannot, the places have already drifted, and you found out the
hard way.

The common belief: how and where the software runs is
an operations concern, separate from architecture, to be
handled at deployment time.

What is actually true: whether the product behaves the
same where it runs as where it was built is an architecture
decision with no symptom on day one. Defer it and you have
chosen drift, and drift is where the bugs you cannot
reproduce live.
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Every difference between where you
build and where you run is a place a

bug can hide from you.

Figure 26:  When the place you build and the place you run are kept the same, a
bug shows up where you can catch it, and when they drift it only appears where

you cannot, so it stops reproducing.

The who-can-touch-it decision
The second half is access, and it is the one that turns into a
headline. When a product is built fast, access tends to start wide:
everyone can reach production, every key works everywhere, the
convenient setting is the open one, because closing things down
is friction and the team is moving. Wide-open access has no
symptom on day one. It has a very large symptom the day a
credential leaks, a mistake is made against the live system, or an
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auditor asks who can touch customer data and the honest answer
is everyone.

The decision is to limit access on purpose rather than leave it
open by default. Not to lock everything down to the point of
paralysis, but to choose, deliberately, who can reach the place
where real customer data lives, and to make that choice narrow
because narrow is the safe default and wide is the dangerous one.
Like the others on the Spine, this is cheap to decide before the
build and expensive to retrofit after, because by the time you
tighten it, people and systems have built habits around the open
version.

Figure 27:  Wide-open access is the convenient starting point with no day-one
symptom, while limiting it on purpose is cheap before the build and a painful

retrofit after.

A four-person team ships fast. Everyone can reach
production, because in a team of four that is just efficient,
and the keys that let the build talk to the live system are the
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same keys on every laptop and in every script. It is
convenient. It has no downside anyone can see.

Two years and twenty people later, the same arrangement is
still in place, because nobody ever decided to change it, and
changing it now means untangling habits twenty people built
around open access. Then the open arrangement collects its
bill, and for most companies it arrives in installments. A
laptop goes missing with keys on it that reach everything.
Someone runs a script against production thinking it was
staging, and nothing stands in the way. Eventually an
enterprise customer’s security review asks who can reach
their data, and the honest answer, “everyone, and we are not
certain exactly how,” ends the deal.

None of this was a security failure in the dramatic sense. No
one was hacked. The product was taken down, and the
contract was lost, by a decision nobody made: access starts
wide and stays wide because closing it was never anyone’s
job. The narrow version would have cost a few minutes to set
up before launch: separate keys for each person and service,
a short list of who can reach production, a line between the
staging system and the live one. The wide version cost a
customer, and then a frantic month of retrofitting those same
boundaries onto a system twenty people had built habits
around, revoking access they were used to having and
breaking the scripts that assumed it, while everyone
complained that the old way was faster. It was faster. It was
also the reason the deal was lost.
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Deciding both before you start
Both halves are small to decide and both are routinely skipped
because they feel like setup rather than architecture. The fix is to
put them on the Spine where they belong and decide them before
the first commit, with the same owned-and-recorded discipline as
the rest.

The Runs-and-Access Checklist

Before the build starts, decide and record:

☐ Parity: which environment settings must match across
build, test, and production, and how that match is kept rather
than hoped for.
☐ The reproducibility promise: a bug seen in production
can be reproduced where developers work. If it cannot,
parity has already drifted.
☐ Access: who can reach production and customer data,
by named role, chosen narrow on purpose, not inherited
wide from the default.
☐ The owner: one named person accountable for both
parity and access.

There is a quiet payoff to deciding access narrow and writing it
down that has nothing to do with security and everything to do with
sales. A team that grants access on request, and records each
grant, is building the exact document an enterprise buyer will ask
for, one grant at a time, without ever setting out to. When the
security questionnaire arrives, and for any deal above a certain
size it always arrives, the answer is already written. The team that
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started wide has to assemble that answer under deadline
pressure, against a system nobody mapped, while the buyer waits
and the quarter closes. The narrow decision was never only about
keeping people out. It was about being able to say, on demand
and with confidence, exactly who is in.

AI deserves a specific note here, because it touches both halves.
Generated code tends to assume one environment, the one in the
prompt, so parity is not something it will design for unless told.
And AI tooling often wants broad access to be useful, which
makes “wide open” the path of least resistance exactly when you
are moving fastest. Both pressures push toward the dangerous
default, and both are resisted the same way: by deciding on
purpose, before the build, and writing the decision down.

Start tight, loosen on request
There is one rule that covers both halves of this decision, and it is
about direction. For access and for parity alike, it is cheap to start
strict and relax later, and expensive to start loose and tighten later.
So start at the tight end every time.

Begin with narrow access and grant more when someone has a
real reason. Each grant is a small, reversible, recorded change.
Begin with strict parity between where you build and where you
run, and relax a difference only when you have decided it is safe.
Going this direction, every loosening is a deliberate decision with
an owner. Go the other way, starting wide and trying to narrow
later, and every tightening is a fight against habits people already
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built, which is why it almost never happens until an incident forces
it.

This is the reversibility rule from Chapter 7 pointed at setup.
Starting tight is the reversible choice: you can always open a door
you decided to keep closed. Starting loose is the expensive one,
because closing a door people have walked through for two years
breaks their stride and earns their resistance, so the door stays
open until it is kicked in.

The cost of going the wrong direction is not really technical. The
technical part of narrowing access is small: a few keys reissued, a
list written down, a boundary drawn between the live system and
the practice one. What makes the retrofit hard is everything built
on top of the open version while it was open. A deployment script
that assumed it could reach anything. A support routine that read
live customer records because that was the fastest way to answer
a ticket. A junior engineer who learned the job in a world where
every door was unlocked and now has to learn it again. None of
that shows up when you start wide. All of it shows up when you try
to walk it back, and it shows up as people, not code.

Two teams reach the same access decision from opposite
ends, and the gap between them is not skill. It is which way
they pointed the default on day one.

The first team left access open because it was the fastest
thing to do. Everyone could reach production, one set of
keys worked everywhere, and the line between the practice
system and the live one was never drawn. For eighteen
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months this cost nothing visible. Then a prospect ten times
their size ran a security review before signing, and the
review asked a plain question: who, by name, can reach our
data, and how do you know. The honest answer was that the
team could not produce the list, because there was no list to
produce. The deal stalled, then went elsewhere. What
followed was a month of retrofitting: reissuing keys per
person and per service, drawing the boundary that should
have existed at the start, and revoking access from people
who had used it daily for over a year. Every revocation broke
something downstream that had quietly come to depend on
the open version, and every fix came with a colleague
asking why the old way, which was faster, was being taken
away.

The second team made the opposite choice for the same
reason, speed, read differently. They spent the extra hour
before launch giving each person and service its own key,
writing a short list of who could reach production, and
separating the live system from the practice one. When
someone needed broader access, they asked, the request
was granted, and the grant was recorded. Eighteen months
later, the same kind of security review arrived. The answer
took an afternoon, because the list already existed and had
been kept current by the act of granting access on request.
They signed the deal. They never ran the frantic month,
because there was nothing to walk back.

Same speed instinct. Same product. The only difference
was direction: one team loosened from tight on request, the
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other tried to tighten from wide under pressure, and only one
of those is a decision you get to make calmly.

For access and parity, start at the tight end and loosen
on request. Opening a closed door later is a one-line
decision. Closing an open one is a retrofit nobody gets
to until an incident forces it.

Access and parity were the sixth decision, and the most visible
one to get wrong, because the day it bites, it bites in public. But
two of the decisions in this part hide their cost longer than any
door left open. They are the ones that do not announce
themselves on launch day or in the first incident, but in the slow
accumulation of a year. The first is what happens when the load
the product was quietly built for finally arrives, which is almost
never the load anyone decided on. The second is whether anyone
can still change the code once a machine has written most of it.
Those two close out the decisions before the part that makes them
stick, and the first is the one nearly every fast-growing product
meets the same way, by surprise. It is the scale you never
decided.
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Chapter 14: The Scale
You Never Decided

Every product is built for a number. A number of users, a number
of records, a number of things happening at once. The number is
real, it is load-bearing, and on most builds nobody ever says it out
loud.

The machine picks it for you, the same way it picks everything
else: from the example in front of it. The example is a demo, and a
demo has almost no load. So the product gets built for the scale of
a demo, confidently, and that choice disappears into the code
looking exactly like a product built for a million users, because on
the day it ships the two are indistinguishable. They run the same.
They pass the same tests. The difference between them is a
number nobody decided, and it stays invisible until the load arrives
to collect on it.

Chapter 10 was about the shape of your data: the one place
where “evolve it later” turns into migrating history. This chapter is
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the other half of the same decision, pointed at the other axis. Not
the shape of what you store, but the volume of it, and the rate of
everything happening to it. The two are twins. Both look fine in the
demo, both get decided by default, and both send the bill on the
day the product finally works the way you wanted it to, which is the
day enough people show up to break it.

The number nobody said
Walk the question back to where it actually gets decided, and you
find the same three rooms from Chapter 3. A developer building a
feature has to choose how to fetch a list, how to store a growing
pile of events, how to handle two things happening at the same
instant. Each choice has a scale baked into it. Loading every
record to count them is fine at a thousand and a disaster at ten
million. Doing a job the moment it is asked is fine until a thousand
jobs are asked at once. None of these feel like scale decisions
while you make them. They feel like getting the feature working,
and they get the feature working, for the load in front of you.

An AI agent makes the identical choice for the identical reason,
only faster and with more confidence. Ask it to build the feature
and it writes code that is correct for the case it can see. The case
it can see is small, because the prompt is small and the demo is
small. It is not weighing your second year of growth, your busiest
hour, or the report a customer will run across five years of history,
because none of that is in the request. It picks the shape that
works now and moves on, and the shape that works now is,
reliably, the one that hides its ceiling until you hit it.

165



The Decisions AI Can't Make for You

The product is built for a number. The
machine reads that number off the

demo, which has almost none. That is
the scale you shipped, whether you

chose it or not.

This is why scale surprises people who were not careless. The
team did not decide to build something that falls over at real
volume. They decided to ship a working feature, fast, and the
volume the feature could survive was a side effect they never
named. The decision got made. It just got made by omission,
which is the most expensive way to make it, because an omission
has no owner and no number you can point to and check.

Figure 28:  The scale you shipped versus the scale you decided. The machine
builds for the load in the demo. The load the business will bring is a different

number, and the gap between them is the rebuild waiting to happen.
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Two ways to get scale wrong, and they are
opposites
Here is what makes scale genuinely hard, harder than most of the
Spine: there are two ways to get it wrong, and they are mirror
images, so the advice that saves you from one walks you straight
into the other.

The first way is to build for scale you do not have. This is the
famous mistake, the one every experienced engineer has learned
to fear: the team that spends its first six months building
infrastructure for millions of users it does not have and may never
get, splitting one simple product into a dozen moving parts
because that is what large systems are supposed to look like, and
runs out of money before the complexity ever pays off. The data
backs the fear up. When the Startup Genome project studied more
than three thousand high-growth software startups, it found
premature scaling, expanding one dimension of the business
ahead of the others, to be the most common reason a startup
underperforms. Around seventy percent of the startups it studied
had scaled some dimension too early, and it attributed roughly
three-quarters of high-growth failures to the pattern. Building for a
scale you have not reached is not prudence. It is a way to spend
your runway buying a problem you do not have yet.

 70% scaled too early

In a study of more than 3,000 high-growth software startups, the
Startup Genome project found premature scaling, growing one
part of the business ahead of the rest, to be the most common
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reason startups underperform. About 70 percent of the startups
studied had scaled some dimension too early, and the report

attributed roughly 74 percent of high-growth failures to it.
(Startup Genome, “Premature Scaling” report, 2011;

foundational, pre-AI, read as a pattern not a current rate.)

The second way is the opposite, and it is the one this book is more
worried about, because AI makes it easier than it has ever been. It
is to build for no scale at all, to take every default at its smallest
setting, and to discover at real volume that the foundation cannot
stretch. Not because you chose a small foundation on purpose,
but because you never chose at all, and the machine’s default is
always sized for the demo. This is the failure that looks like
success right up until launch, because a product built for no load
and a product built for the right load are identical when the load is
small.

The reason these two mistakes feel like a single trap is that the
standard cure for the first is what causes the second. “Do not over-
engineer, do not build for scale you do not have, keep it simple” is
good advice, repeated until it became a reflex, and the reflex now
collides with the machine. When the team followed that advice by
hand, “keep it simple” still meant a person made a simple choice,
and that person knew where the simplicity ended. When the
machine follows it, “simple” means whatever the default was, sized
for one example, with no one holding the knowledge of where it
breaks. The advice did not get wrong. The thing it was advising
got automated, and the judgment that made it safe got left out.
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The common belief: the scale mistake is over-engineering.
Keep it simple, do not build for users you do not have, and
you are safe.

What is actually true: that is one of two opposite mistakes.
The other is shipping the machine’s smallest default and
calling it simplicity. “Keep it simple” was safe when a person
chose the simplicity and knew its limits. Handed to a default
with no owner, it becomes “ship the demo’s scale and find
the ceiling in production.”

What you actually decide
The way out is not to pick a side between “scale early” and “keep
it simple.” Both are answers to the wrong question. The right
question is not how much to scale. It is which scale decisions are
cheap to defer and which are not, the same weight rule from
Chapter 7, pointed at load instead of features.

Most scaling genuinely can wait. You do not need the architecture
of a system ten times your size, and building it is the premature-
scaling mistake. What you cannot defer is naming the number, and
deciding the few things that are expensive to change once data
exists at that number. The skill is to separate the scale you build
for from the scale you refuse to forbid.

Consider the difference between two choices that look equally
simple on day one. One team stores each customer’s events by
loading them all and counting in memory. Another stores them so

169



The Decisions AI Can't Make for You

a count is cheap no matter how many there are. On the demo,
with fifty events, these are the same line of work and the same
speed. At ten million events, the first one times out and the fix is a
migration of how the data is stored and read, run on live data while
customers depend on it, exactly the Chapter 10 problem wearing a
performance costume. The second team did not “scale early.”
They spent the same ten minutes, made one choice that did not
assume the pile would stay small, and bought themselves years of
headroom for free. That is the move: not building for scale, but not
welding in the assumption of no scale.

Figure 29:  Two simple-looking choices, one cliff. At demo volume the cheap
shortcut and the headroom choice cost the same and run the same. The shortcut
hits a wall at real volume that can only be cleared by a migration; the headroom

choice keeps going.

There is a second kind of scale decision that hides even better
than the data one, and it is about things happening at the same
time. A product that does one job at a time is fine until two
customers do it at once, and then the question is what happens:
do the two jobs wait politely, collide and corrupt something, or
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quietly drop one. On the demo, with one person clicking, this never
comes up. At real load it is the difference between a product that
slows down and a product that loses data. Deciding it is not
building for scale. It is deciding, in one sentence, what your
product does when two things arrive together, before the answer is
discovered the hard way in an incident.

Make it concrete. Picture a product that lets teams claim shared
inventory: a warehouse tool where one unit of stock can be
assigned to exactly one order. The feature reads the current count,
checks there is one left, and writes the claim. On the demo this is
a clean three-step move, and it works every time, because one
person is clicking and the three steps never overlap. The code
looks finished. It passes its tests. Nobody who watches the demo
could tell you what the product does under load, because the
demo never asks.

Now put two customers on it at the same instant, both reaching for
the last unit. Three things can happen, and the code already
chose one of them without anyone deciding. It can make the
second customer wait until the first finishes, then correctly tell
them the unit is gone: slower, but honest. It can let both read “one
left” before either writes, so both claims succeed and the same
unit ships twice: fast, and wrong, with a corruption nobody notices
until a customer does. Or it can let one write land on top of the
other and quietly lose a claim, so a paying order simply vanishes
with no error anywhere. The machine, building for the case it could
see, almost always writes the second or third version, because the
safe one costs an extra step that the single-clicker demo never
needed.
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The trap is that all three pass the demo identically. The gap
between “waits” and “ships the same unit twice” is invisible at one
click and load-bearing at a thousand. This is not a bug you find by
testing harder against the thing you built. It is a decision you either
make at the keyboard or inherit from a default, and the default was
sized for a room with one person in it. So the recorded line for this
product is one sentence: when two customers claim the last unit at
the same instant, the second is made to wait and is told the unit is
gone, never allowed to double-claim. That sentence is cheap to
write before the first commit and expensive to discover in an
incident, which is the whole reason it goes in writing now.

The reversal is a decision too
It is worth looking at scale from the other end, the moment a team
realizes the shape they have is wrong and changes it, because
that moment is usually told as a horror story and it is actually the
model.

A well-known example: a team responsible for monitoring video
streams had built their system the fashionable way, as many small
distributed pieces wired together through a coordinator, each
handing data to the next through shared storage. It was the
architecture everyone reaches for, and for their actual load it was
the expensive one. The coordination and the shared storage, fine
at low volume, became the dominant cost as the number of
streams grew. So they made a decision: they collapsed the
distributed pieces back into a single process, and the cost of
running it dropped by around ninety percent. The internet briefly
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turned this into “microservices are dead,” which is not the lesson
and was not even quite what happened, since the result kept
plenty of moving parts. The lesson is narrower and more useful.
The right shape depended on the actual load, the team measured
the load, and they changed a load-bearing decision on purpose,
with a reason they wrote down and published. That is not a failure
of architecture. That is architecture working: a decision, owned,
recorded, and revised when the ground under it changed.

 90% lower cost

One engineering team found that an architecture built as many
distributed pieces cost far more to run at real volume than the

same work consolidated into a single process. Rearchitecting it
cut the running cost by roughly 90 percent. The number is one
team’s workload, not a law; the point is that the cheaper-to-run
shape was the one they had to decide on purpose, against the
fashionable default. (Public engineering postmortem, 2023; de-

identified.)

The contrast with an unmade decision is the whole point. That
team could answer why the system was shaped the way it was,
what it had cost, and what changed, because the shape had been
a decision and the reversal was another one. A team whose scale
shape was never decided cannot reverse it cleanly, because there
is nothing to reverse, only an accident to excavate. The reversible
architecture is not the one with the cleverest design. It is the one
whose load-bearing choices were made on purpose, so they can
be remade on purpose.
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Deciding the number
You do not need a capacity plan or a load model. You need to
make the scale decision exist, with a number in it, so it stops being
an omission and becomes a choice you can check. The tool is
small and the whole value is in writing the number down.

The Scale Line

Before the first commit, for each part of the product that
holds a growing pile or handles things happening at once,
answer and record:

☐ The number we are building for. State the volume and
the busy-hour rate this is designed to survive (a real figure:
“10,000 customers, 5 million events, 50 actions a second”).
Vague is the same as undecided.
☐ The number where today’s shape breaks. Name the
scale at which this choice stops working. If you cannot name
it, that is the signal to treat the choice as heavy and look
closer, not to wave it through.
☐ Do we expect to cross it? If the break point is far above
any realistic growth, take the simple shape on purpose and
record that you did. If the business plan crosses it, decide
the durable shape now, while it is a design choice and not a
migration.
☐ What happens when two arrive at once. For anything
that can run concurrently, decide in one sentence whether
collisions wait, are prevented, or are an accepted risk. Do
not let the default decide this silently.
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The point of the number is not accuracy. You will be wrong about
the exact figure, and that is fine, because a decided number you
got wrong is a known assumption you can see coming and revise,
exactly like every other decision in this book. The point is that
“10,000 customers” is a decision with an owner and a check, and
“whatever the demo needed” is a default with neither. When real
growth approaches the number you wrote down, an alarm goes off
in a document instead of in production. That is the entire trade:
move the surprise from an incident to a sentence.

Scale is not a feature you add later. It is a number you
either decide or inherit. Name the volume you are
building for and the volume where it breaks, and the
scaling crisis becomes a line you watch instead of a
wall you hit.

The scale decision and the data-shape decision are the two that
punish you for the foundation, the places where “evolve it later”
means migrating live data instead of editing code. There is one
more decision in this part, and it is different in kind. It is not about
how much load the product can take or what shape its data has. It
is about the code itself, all of it, the growing pile the machine
writes faster than anyone can read. The question is no longer
whether the product runs. It is whether, a year from now, anyone
can still change it. That question is the one AI has quietly made
urgent, and it is next.
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Chapter 15: The Code
Nobody Wants to
Touch

The product works. Nobody wants to touch the code.

That sentence describes more software than anyone would like to
admit, and it is the quiet end state of a fast build that decided
nothing about being changed later. The features ship. The demo
dazzles. And underneath, the code grows into something the team
handles the way you handle a wasps’ nest: carefully, from a
distance, and only when you have to. Every new feature takes
longer than the last. Every change carries a low hum of dread,
because nobody is quite sure what else it will break. The team has
not lost any talent. They have lost the ability to move, and they lost
it to a decision they never knew they were making.

This is the last decision in this part, and it is different from the
others. The scale decision and the data decision were about the
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product holding up. This one is about the code holding still long
enough to be understood. The question is not whether the thing
runs. It is whether, a year from now, a person can open it, see why
it is the way it is, and change it without fear. That property has a
name, maintainability, and it sounds like an engineering concern,
a thing for the team to worry about after the deal is done. It is not.
It is a business decision about the speed of every future you have
not had yet, and AI has just made it the most undervalued
decision on the board.

Why this got urgent exactly now
For most of software’s history, writing code was slow enough to
act as a filter. Code cost effort to produce, so there was less of it,
and the act of writing it forced a human to understand it line by
line. Bad structure still happened, but it accumulated at human
speed, and a person had read every part of it at least once.

AI removed the filter. Code is now nearly free to produce, which
means there is far more of it, written far faster, and a great deal of
it has never been read carefully by anyone. The machine writes it,
it works, it passes, and it goes in. The cost did not disappear. It
moved, from the writing to the reading, and reading is the part that
did not get cheaper. A page of code takes the same time to truly
understand whether a person labored over it for an hour or a
machine produced it in a second. So the work shifts downstream,
to every future engineer, including the future version of you, who
now has to comprehend a volume of code that no one fully
understood when it was written.
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AI made writing code nearly free. It did
not make reading it free, and reading is
the part that was always the real cost.

You can see this in the code itself, not just feel it, because it has
been measured. When one analysis looked at more than two
hundred million changed lines of code from before and after AI
coding tools became common, it found the fingerprints of exactly
this shift. Copy-pasted code, the kind that duplicates instead of
reusing, rose from about eight percent of changes to over twelve,
and for the first time in the data, pasted code became more
common than code that was moved or refactored. Duplicated
blocks multiplied. And the clearest signal of all: the share of work
that was refactoring, the deliberate act of cleaning up and
consolidating, fell by more than half. The machines are very good
at adding code and have no interest in improving what is already
there, because improving it was never the task. The task was to
make the new thing work, and they did.

Refactoring fell from 24% to under 10%

In an analysis of over 200 million changed lines of code
spanning the arrival of AI coding tools, the share of

“moved” (refactored) code dropped from roughly 24 percent in
2020 to under 10 percent in 2024, while copy-pasted code rose
past it for the first time on record. More code is being added; far
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less is being cleaned up. (GitClear, AI Copilot Code Quality
research, 2024 and 2025.)

The same analysis caught a sign even more telling than the
duplication, because it shows up before anyone has had time to
notice. It tracked code churn: the share of lines that get reworked
or reverted within two weeks of being written, code that was
changed or thrown out almost as soon as it landed. As AI tools
spread, that share climbed steadily, and GitClear projected it
would roughly double against its pre-AI baseline. Read plainly, that
is a lot of code arriving, getting committed, and then being undone
or rewritten within days, which is what it looks like when
generation outpaces understanding. The machine produced
something that worked well enough to ship and not well enough to
keep, and a person had to come back and sort it out. That churn is
not free. It is the review cost, paid late and twice.

Code churn projected to double

In the same body of work spanning the arrival of AI coding tools,
GitClear projected code churn, the share of lines reworked or

reverted within two weeks of being written, would roughly double
against its pre-AI baseline, while duplicated code blocks

multiplied and copy-pasted code passed “moved” (refactored)
code for the first time on record. More code is landing and being
undone within days of landing. (GitClear, AI Copilot Code Quality

research, 2024 and 2025.)
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None of this means the code is wrong. That is the trap. It usually
runs. It usually passes the tests. It is correct and it is
unmaintainable, and those turn out to be two completely different
things.

Correct is not the same as changeable
We are used to grading code on whether it works, because for a
long time, working was the hard part. AI quietly aced the hard part
and left the harder one standing. A feature can be correct in every
case you tested and still be a thing no one can safely change,
because correctness is about today’s behavior and maintainability
is about tomorrow’s edits.

The two come apart in a specific, costly way. The machine, asked
for ten features, will often produce ten correct solutions that each
solve their problem in a slightly different style, with the same logic
copied and varied across all of them rather than shared. Every one
passes. The product works. But there is no single place where any
concept lives, so changing how one thing behaves means finding
and editing the same idea in nine scattered spots, and missing
one is a bug that surfaces months later in the corner nobody
remembered. The code did not fail a test. It failed the next person
who had to change it, which is the test that decides how fast your
company moves for years.

There is an old standard for what such code fails: work done well,
all the way to its proper finish, because the standard is higher than
“it passes.” Scripture puts it plainly. Whatever you do, work at it
with all your heart, as working for the Lord and not for human
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masters (Colossians 3:23). Read for code, that finish is not
perfectionism polishing for its own sake. It is a debt owed forward
to whoever has to rely on this and change it after you.

The common belief: if the code works and passes its tests,
its quality is fine. Maintainability is a nice-to-have you tidy up
later.

What is actually true: correctness and maintainability are
different axes. AI is excellent at correctness and indifferent
to maintainability, so it reliably produces code that works
today and resists change tomorrow. “It passes” tells you
nothing about whether anyone can safely touch it next
quarter.

This is the half of “your code is written thought” from Chapter 5
that bites slowly. When you skip the thinking, the code does not
come out blank, it comes out full of the machine’s defaults. Add
the speed and the volume, and it comes out full of the machine’s
defaults that no human ever read, in quantities no human could
read, structured for the moment of writing rather than the years of
changing. The thought frozen into the code is not just un-chosen.
It is, increasingly, unread, and unread thought is the hardest kind
to change, because before you can change it you have to
reconstruct what it was trying to do.
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Figure 30:  The cost moved, it did not vanish. When writing was slow, effort sat
with the author, who understood every line. When writing is nearly free, the effort
shifts downstream to whoever has to read, review, and change code no one fully

understood when it was written.

The bill, in time and in trust
This is not a worry about a hypothetical future. The cost of code
that resists change is one of the largest and best-hidden expenses
in software, and it was large before AI arrived to feed it.

Long before AI, study after study found that most of what a piece
of software costs over its life is not building it but maintaining it:
changing it, fixing it, and understanding it well enough to do either,
year after year after the first version shipped. The exact share is
argued over and varies by system, but the direction has never
been in doubt, and it points the same way every time. The first
version is the cheap part. Living with it is the expensive part, and
how expensive is set largely by how changeable you made it,
which was a decision at the start.
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One survey of developers put a number on the daily texture of this.
Across more than a thousand developers surveyed, respondents
reported spending roughly a third of their time dealing with bad
code, maintenance, and technical debt rather than building
anything new, time the study framed as a large drag on output
across the industry. That was measured in 2018, before AI tools
poured more code into more codebases faster than ever. The tax
was already the biggest line item. The new tools, left to their
defaults, raise it.

About a third of developer time, on average, goes to bad
code and maintenance

A survey of more than 1,000 developers and 1,000 executives
found developers spend roughly a third of their time dealing with
technical debt and bad code rather than building new things, a
drag the report framed as very large across the industry. The

figure predates today’s AI tooling, which adds code, and so adds
to the pile, faster than before. (Stripe, The Developer Coefficient,

2018; dated, read as direction not a current rate.)

There is a second cost, quieter and just as financial, and it shows
up the moment a person leaves. When the code is
understandable, knowledge lives in the code and the records
around it, and a departure is a vacancy. When the code is not,
knowledge lives only in the heads of whoever happened to be
there, and a departure is an amputation. The most dangerous
sentence in a software company is “only one person really
understands that part,” and a fast AI build produces that sentence
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faster than any process before it, because the machine wrote the
part and the one person who reviewed it is now the sole human
who has any idea how it works. If only one developer understands
the system, the company does not understand the system. It is
renting comprehension from an individual, on a lease that ends
without notice.

What the data already shows about the trade
You do not have to take the slow costs on faith, because the fast
ones are turning up in the delivery numbers too. When the DORA
research program studied AI-assisted software development
across many organizations, the headline was uncomfortable: as
teams adopted AI more heavily, delivery stability tended to move
the wrong way, most sharply of all, with a meaningful share of
developers reporting they did not fully trust the code the tools
produced. The mechanism is exactly the one this chapter is about.
AI makes it easy to produce more code in bigger batches, and
bigger batches of less-understood code are harder to review,
harder to verify, and more likely to break something on the way in.

The same research program, looking wider, landed on the framing
this book has used from the start: AI is an amplifier, not a fixed
boost. It multiplies whatever discipline a team already has. A team
that decided how its code would stay understandable, and held the
line, hands the amplifier a foundation worth multiplying. A team
that let the machine set the structure by default hands it a mess,
and gets a bigger mess, faster. The delivery numbers dip for the
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second team and climb for the first, off the same tool, because the
tool was never the variable. The decision underneath it was.

AI is excellent at producing correct code and indifferent
to whether anyone can change it. Left to its defaults, it
adds code faster than it can be understood, and the
delivery numbers bend the wrong way. The
maintainability you get is the one you decided, or the
one the default chose for you.

The decision AI cannot make: who has to
understand this
Here is the part that makes maintainability a decision and not a
chore. The machine cannot make this call for you, for the same
reason it cannot make any of the others: it will not be the one who
has to change the code in a year, and it does not know who will.
Whether a piece of your product needs to stay understandable,
and by whom, depends on facts that live in your business, not in
the prompt. How long will this live? How often will it change? Who
will own it after the people who built it move on? Is this the core of
the product, the part your team must be able to evolve forever, or a
leaf that can be regenerated wholesale if it ever needs to change?

There is a second decision folded inside the first, and it follows
straight from where the cost went. If AI moved the work from
writing code to reading it, then choosing to generate code you will
own is also choosing how much reading you are signing up for.
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That is a number you set, not one the tool hands you. AI can
reduce repetitive work, but it increases review responsibility, and
the review does not pay for itself: someone has to read the output
well enough to stand behind it before it becomes part of a product
they own. The output is fast. The trust is not, and trust is the thing
a commit actually claims. So the call to make before the machine
fills the screen is not only which parts must stay legible, but how
much review you are accepting on the parts you keep, versus how
much risk you are accepting on the parts you do not. Deciding that
on purpose is cheap. Discovering it later, in the form of code no
human ever vouched for, is the expensive version of the same
decision.

Those questions sort your code into two piles, and the sorting is
the decision. Chapter 6 said the Spine is a floor, not a ceiling, and
that a product can carry a decision the eight do not name. For
most teams building with AI now, this is that decision. It is not how
to write clean code, which is a craft for the building itself and the
subject of another book. It is the choice, made before the machine
fills the screen, about which parts of the product a human must be
able to understand and change, and who that human is.
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Figure 31:  Sort the code before the machine writes it. The core that your team
must evolve forever is held to a human-legible standard with a named owner. The
leaves that can be regenerated wholesale can be machine-owned. The mistake is

letting everything default into one undifferentiated pile no one decided to
understand.

The reusable move is to make that sort explicit, and to attach a
name to the parts that must stay legible, before the first commit,
while it is a one-line decision instead of a forensic project.
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The Maintainability Sort

Before letting AI generate the bulk of a part of the product,
decide and record:

☐ Core or leaf? Is this something the team must be able to
understand and change for the life of the product (the core),
or something that could be thrown away and regenerated if it
ever needs to change (a leaf)? Be honest; most teams have
far less true core than they assume, and far less than they
let the default treat as disposable.
☐ Who owns understanding it? For each core part, name
the human who must be able to explain it and change it.
“The AI wrote it” is not an owner. If no human can hold it, it
is not core you can keep; it is core you are renting.
☐ The read-it-later test. Would a competent teammate who
did not build this be able to open it in a year and change it
safely? If the honest answer is no, that is a decision to make
now, not a surprise to find later.
☐ The review you are signing up for. Generating code
you will own means reading it well enough to stand behind it.
Decide, per part, whether you are accepting that review cost
or accepting the risk of shipping code no human vouched
for. Both are choices; only one is usually made on purpose.

The point is not to slow the machine down or to read every line it
writes. That would throw away the speed, which is the one thing
you should keep. The point is to decide, on purpose and in
advance, which parts of the product you are keeping legible and
who is keeping them so, and to let the machine run free on the
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rest. A team that does this gets the speed and stays able to move.
A team that does not gets the speed and, a year later, the wasps’
nest: a working product nobody wants to touch, built fast, owned
by no one, changeable by almost no one, on a clock that started
the day they decided not to decide.

That completes the decisions. You now have the whole Spine, the
six choices that shape the product and the two that hide longest
beneath it: the scale you build for and the code you can still
change. You have the rule for how much weight each deserves,
and the owner whose call each one is. But naming the decisions is
not the same as making them happen. A list of good decisions can
still be skipped under deadline pressure, especially with a
machine happily building and waiting for nothing. Something has
to force the decisions to actually happen before the code does,
and then make them last after the people who made them are
gone. That machinery is the next part, and it begins with the
simplest and most radical idea in the book: the build has to stop
and wait for a human.
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The shokunin has a social obligation to work his best
for the general welfare of the people.
Toshio Ōdate, Japanese Woodworking Tools, 1984

A list of good decisions is not a system. It is a wish.
Part III gave you the decisions: the eight, plus the two that hide
longest beneath them, the scale you build for and the code you
can still change. It gave you the weight rule and the owner. None
of it matters if, under deadline pressure, with a machine happily
building and waiting for nothing, the decisions get skipped anyway.
Something has to make them happen, and then make them last.
Part IV is that machinery, and it is smaller than it sounds. A pause
that stops the build until a human decides. A record that turns the
decision into memory the project keeps long after the person who
made it has gone. A single conversation that runs the whole Spine
on one real request, so you can see it work end to end. A gate that
says, in one line, the build may now start. And then the part
nobody writes down: why all of this pays for itself, in a product that
holds and a business you can defend.
This is where the decision stops being a moment and becomes
something the company owns.
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Chapter 16: The Pause
That Forces a Human

Picture the moment a build is moving at full speed. An agent is
generating code, files are appearing, tests are going green, and
the work is flowing. Then it reaches a fork that is not a typing
question. It has to choose between reusing something that already
exists and building something new, or pick between two genuinely
different ways to shape a feature, or settle a product question the
docs do not answer. A normal agent does what it always does at a
fork. It picks, confidently, and keeps going.

Now picture a different behavior at that exact moment. The build
stops. Not crashes, stops, on purpose, and surfaces the fork to a
human: here is the decision I have reached, here are the options,
here is what each one trades away, here is what I would pick and
why. And then it waits. It does not write the code that depends on
this choice until a person has made it.
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That pause is the whole difference between a machine that builds
your decisions and a machine that makes them for you.

Why the pause has to be structural
You cannot rely on catching these forks by watching. They go by
too fast, buried in a stream of generated code that all looks equally
finished. The five-minute-call alarm from Chapter 3 works for
humans in a room, but when the machine is the one deciding,
there is no room and no call to overhear. The decision happens
inside the generation, silently, and by the time you review the
output the fork is already chosen and built upon.

So the pause has to be built into the process, not left to vigilance.
The rule is blunt: when the work hits a decision of a certain kind, it
halts and does not continue until a human has resolved it. This is
not the machine asking permission for everything, which would
make it useless. It is the machine recognizing a specific category
of choice, the load-bearing kind from the weight rule, and refusing
to make that category on its own.

The common belief: the way to keep AI from making bad
decisions is to review its output carefully afterward.

What is actually true: review-after is too late and too fast to
catch the decisions, because they are already built in and
look finished. The decision has to be intercepted before the
code that depends on it exists, by a pause the process
enforces, not a human who happens to be watching.
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Figure 32:  The pause holds the build at a load-bearing fork, surfaces the options
and a recommendation, and refuses to write the dependent code until a human

has made the call.

The machine proposes, the human disposes
The pause is not the machine throwing up its hands. A good
pause is the opposite of unhelpful: the machine does all the work
that does not require ownership, and stops exactly at the part that
does. It lays out the real options. It states the trade-off of each. It
even recommends one, with a reason. What it does not do is
choose, because choosing is carrying the consequence, and it will
not be there to carry it.

This division is precise and worth stating plainly. The machine is
allowed to recommend. The human is required to decide. And
those are different acts, which becomes obvious the moment they
diverge. In one such case, drawn from real sessions and de-
identified, a system reached a fork about how to scope a piece of
work, laid out four options with the trade-off of each, and
recommended the second as the cleanest. The human chose the
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first instead, for a reason the machine could not have weighed: the
team was about to demo to a customer and wanted the version
that shipped a visible slice this week, even though it was messier
underneath. The machine had no way to know about the demo.
Both the recommendation and the human’s different choice were
captured, with the reason, so the next person would understand
why the messier option was taken on purpose. The machine was
useful precisely because it did not get the final say.

The machine is allowed to recommend.
The human is required to decide. When

the two diverge, you find out why the
decision was never the machine’s to

make.

Figure 33:  Recommending and deciding are different acts, and when the human,
carrying context the machine cannot see, picks a different option, only the

human’s call proceeds.
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What the pause is for, and what it is not
It would be easy to misread the pause as bureaucracy, a speed
bump on every change. It is the opposite, and the weight rule is
what keeps it honest. Trivial, reversible work does not pause; the
machine builds a button or a copy change without stopping
anyone, because there is no consequence worth a human’s
attention. The pause fires only on the load-bearing forks, the
expensive-to-unmake decisions from Part III. Most of the build
runs at full speed. The pause is rare, and rare is what makes it
powerful: when the build stops, everyone knows it stopped for
something that matters.

What keeps the pause from sprawling is that the list of things that
can stop the build is fixed and closed. It is not a vibe the machine
develops about whether a choice feels important. It is a short,
named set of categories, written down in advance, and nothing
outside that set is allowed to halt anyone. In practice the set is
roughly this: choosing between two materially different
approaches, creating something new instead of reusing what
already exists, introducing a shared abstraction that touches many
files, settling a UX pattern the docs do not fix, resolving a
contradiction in the spec, granting an exception to the quality floor,
judging whether a flaky test is a real failure, and triaging a finding
into act-now or note-and-move-on. That is the whole list.
Everything else, every name, every default value, every loop,
every place where the work is routine and the choice is reversible,
the machine is trusted to settle on its own without surfacing a
thing.
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This is worth dwelling on, because the closed list is doing more
work than it looks like. It is the actual line between the decisions AI
can make and the ones it cannot, written out as something a
process can check. The discrimination is not “interrupt me when
you are unsure.” Machines are confident at exactly the wrong
moments. The discrimination is by category: the human is pulled
in for the architecture, never for the syntax. A function name does
not stop the build. A shared abstraction that a hundred files will
lean on does. Get that boundary right and the pause stays cheap;
draw it by feel instead, and you are back to either interrupting
constantly or interrupting never.

The gate is easiest to trust once you watch it sort two choices that
look like the opposite of what they are. Take a borderline case
drawn from a de-identified session. The build needed to decide
where one date would be turned into a string before it was shown.
That reads like the smallest possible call, a formatting detail, the
kind of thing nobody would dream of stopping a build over. But the
spec wanted that same date in three places, and the agent was
about to reach for a one-off format right at the point of display.
Formatting a date once is reversible and narrow. Putting the rule
for it in a spot that two other screens will quietly copy is the shared
abstraction category, and that category stops the build no matter
how routine the trigger felt. The agent surfaced it: here is the
format, here is the helper it could live in instead, here is what each
costs later. A person took the call in seconds. The machine was
not unsure for a moment. The category was load-bearing, so the
gate fired.
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Now the reverse. In the same build, the agent hit a choice that
sounded heavy: which of two wording options to use for an error
message a user sees when a payment fails. It deliberated,
because the words carried weight and tone, and a confident
machine can stall on exactly this kind of judgment. The gate let it
pass without surfacing anything. One error string, shown in one
place, changed in one line, undone in one line. Reversible, narrow,
owned by nobody downstream. The machine picked, noted the
choice, and kept moving. The lesson sits in the gap between the
two: the date looked like syntax and was architecture, the error
string looked like architecture and was syntax. The line was never
drawn by how the choice felt or how sure the machine was. It was
drawn by category and by what it would cost to unmake. Interrupt
for the architecture, not the syntax, even when the syntax is the
part that looks important.

The shape it takes. Across builds tracked end to end, the
pause has surfaced around twenty-five load-bearing
decisions, and every one was carried to a person and
resolved. Of those twenty-five, the human overrode the
machine’s recommendation in three. Three. The other
twenty-two times, the person read the options and the
recommended one, agreed, and let it stand. That ratio is the
point. The recommendation is a default, not a verdict, and
most of the time the default was right, which is exactly why
the machine is allowed to make it. The human’s real job was
the three that mattered, and each of those three overrides
was recorded with a written reason for going the other way,
so nobody downstream had to reconstruct it.
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Notice what that ratio is not. It is not evidence the pause was
unnecessary because the human mostly agreed. The agreement
is the machine earning its place: a recommendation good enough
to accept twenty-two times out of twenty-five is worth having. And
the three overrides are not the machine failing. They are the cases
where context the machine could not see, a deadline, a customer,
a constraint nobody wrote down, changed the right answer. The
pause exists for those three. The other twenty-two are the price of
catching them, and it is a low price, because agreeing with a good
recommendation costs a person seconds.

The Pause Rule

Build the pause into how AI works on your product, not into
your vigilance.

☐ Define the triggers: the categories of choice that must
stop the build. Reuse-versus-build, a shared piece that
affects many files, a materially different approach, a product
or UX choice the docs do not settle, an architecture path.
The load-bearing kinds.
☐ Stop before the dependent code exists. The pause
comes at the fork, not at review. Nothing that depends on
the choice is built until it is resolved.
☐ Machine proposes: options, trade-offs, a
recommendation with a reason. The human is never asked
to decide in a vacuum.
☐ Human disposes: a named person makes the call.
Trivial work never reaches the pause; the weight rule keeps
it rare.
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But my agent does not have a pause button
The pause can sound like a feature you would need a special tool
to get, and the honest answer is that you do not. The pause is a
protocol, not a product. It is a standing agreement about which
kinds of choice are not the machine’s to finalize, plus an
instruction that those choices get surfaced and held for a person
before any code leans on them. You can run a version of it today
with whatever you already use: tell the agent, in the instructions it
reads every session, that when it hits one of the load-bearing
categories it stops, lays out the options, and waits instead of
picking. The rest you enforce the way a team enforces anything,
by making the load-bearing forks the ones that require a name
before the build moves on.

A fair worry follows. If the build has to wait for a human, does it
stall every time the human is asleep or in a meeting? It does not,
for two reasons. The pause blocks only the code that depends on
the unresolved fork, not the whole build, so the machine keeps
running on everything else, which is most of the work. And the
load-bearing forks are rare by design, because the weight rule
keeps them rare. A decision worth a few hours of waiting is,
almost by definition, worth a few hours of waiting. The alternative
to that short wait is not speed. It is the machine guessing, and the
guess arriving as a migration a year later. A pause you
occasionally wait on is the cheapest version of the cost, not an
addition to it.
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A protocol, not a brake
The word pause does most of the damage here. It sounds like a
foot coming off the accelerator, the build idling at a red light while
everyone waits for one person to wake up. That picture is wrong,
and it is worth correcting plainly, because the fear of lost
momentum is the single most common reason teams refuse to
install a pause at all.

A pause does not stop the build. It stops one branch of it. When a
fork is surfaced and held for a human, the work splits into two
piles: the code that leans on the open question, and the code that
does not. Only the first pile waits. The second keeps moving. The
machine carries on typing the parts that were already decided, the
parts whose forks were settled an hour ago or were never load-
bearing to begin with, while the one genuinely open question sits
in a pending state with its owner’s name on it. Picture a build with
a hundred things left to do and exactly one of them blocked on a
choice nobody has made yet. Ninety-nine keep going. The
hundredth waits. That is the actual shape of a pause, and it is why
the momentum cost is close to nothing.

So the thing teams are afraid of does not happen. They imagine
the held decision freezing the whole machine, a queue of work
backed up behind a person who stepped away. What actually
happens is narrower and far less expensive: the held fork freezes
only what physically cannot be written without it, and the rest of
the build does not notice. The protocol does not ask the machine
to wait politely until a human returns. It asks the machine to keep
doing every piece of work that was already decided, and to refuse,
specifically, to invent an answer to the one piece that was not.
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That distinction is the whole reason a pause survives contact with
a real schedule. A brake costs you the speed of the entire build. A
protocol that holds a single open fork costs you the speed of one
branch, and only for as long as the fork stays open. You do not
buy momentum back by letting the machine guess. You keep
almost all of it for free, because almost all of the work never
depended on the held decision in the first place.

Festina lente, make haste slowly, was the favorite maxim of the
Roman emperor Augustus, who, as Suetonius reports, thought
nothing less becoming in a well-trained leader than haste. The
pause is that maxim made operational: the build moves fast
everywhere it safely can, and stops only at the one fork where a
quick, wrong choice would cost you for a year.

On a build tracked end to end, the pause surfaced twenty-five
load-bearing forks. At no point did a held fork stop the rest of the
work: while a decision sat in its pending state, the machine kept
generating every part of the build that did not depend on it. The
wait was always local to one branch, never the whole machine.
(Source: composite from de-identified build sessions, AI Builds,

You Own, Book II.)

The pause is a protocol, not a product. It blocks only
the code that depends on the unresolved fork, and it
fires rarely. A short wait for a human is the cheapest
place the decision will ever be made.
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When is a decision actually made
There is a quieter mechanic underneath all of this, and it is the
one that makes the pause real rather than theatrical. A decision is
not made when the human says a sentence in chat. It is made
when its record physically moves from one state to another. The
fork starts life as a record in a pending state. It becomes a made
decision only when that record is moved to resolved and gains
three fields: the option that was chosen, the reason it was chosen,
and the time it happened. Until those three fields exist on disk, the
build does not proceed. The dependent code stays unwritten. The
fork is, by the rules of the process, still open.

This sounds like paperwork. It is the opposite of paperwork,
because it removes the most common way decisions evaporate. A
conversation that never moves the record decided nothing, no
matter how decisive it felt in the moment. People talk a fork
through, nod, and walk away convinced it is settled, and a week
later nobody can say what was agreed or why, because the
agreement lived in the air. Tying the decision to a state change on
a file closes that gap by force. The state of the decision is the state
of a file you can open and read. Pending means not yet decided,
and the machine treats it that way: it will not build past it.
Resolved, with its three fields filled, means a named person
carried the consequence and left a trail. There is no third state
where a thing is “basically decided” but nothing was written. That
state is where most decisions go to be lost, and the pause refuses
to have it.

The pause does one thing, and it does it well: it guarantees that
the decisions AI cannot make for you actually reach a human
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before they are set in code. But a pause, by itself, is a moment.
The human decides, the build resumes, and if that is all that
happens, the decision lives only in that person’s memory and the
moment it was made, which Chapter 2 already told you is the
same as not having decided at all. The pause is only half the
mechanism. What happens to the decision after the human makes
it is the more important half, and it is the most undervalued idea in
this book. That idea is the next chapter.
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Chapter 17: The
Record That Outlives
the Author

You can talk to an AI for an hour and decide nothing.

That sentence is worth sitting with, because it overturns how most
people think about decisions now. A long, sharp conversation with
a model feels like deciding. You explored the options, you weighed
the trade-offs, you reached a conclusion, you felt the click of
resolution. And then you closed the tab, and the decision went
exactly where every coffee-machine conversation goes: nowhere.
Nobody else can find it. The model does not remember it. You
half-remember it. When the question comes back in three months,
and it will, the whole thing has to be redone from scratch, and
nobody even knows it was already settled once.

A conversation is not a decision. A decision is the thing you wrote
down.
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The most undervalued act in software
We treat making the decision as the hard part and recording it as
clerical, a tidy-up you do afterward if you have time, which you
never do. This is backwards. Making a good decision and losing it
is worth almost nothing. The value of a decision is not created in
the moment you make it. It is created every later moment
someone needs it and can find it.

Think about what the record does that the decision alone cannot.
It answers the question software always loses: not what was built,
that is in the code, but why it was built that way, and who chose it,
and what they chose against. That “why” is the single most
expensive thing to reconstruct and the first thing to evaporate. The
code records what you did. Only the record remembers what you
decided, what you rejected, and the reason, and those are exactly
the things the next person needs and cannot get from reading the
code.

Making the decision is one side.
Recording it is the side that lasts. A
decision you cannot point to is not a

decision, it is a memory, and memories
leave with the people who hold them.
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Figure 34:  What the code keeps and what only the record keeps. The code shows
what was built. The reason, the rejected options, the owner, and the date live only

in the record, and they are exactly what the next person needs.

A conversation is not a decision
Be precise about why the chat does not count, because in an AI
workflow the chat feels more like a record than ever. It is written,
after all. It is searchable, for a while. But a decision buried in a
chat thread is hidden, with a timestamp. It is attached to no
concept, indexed by nothing, and findable by the right person at
the right moment essentially never. It scrolls away. It is the coffee
machine with a transcript.

A decision becomes real when it is taken out of the conversation
and written somewhere on purpose: a short, official, final
statement of the choice, the kind a person could point to and say,
that is what we decided, and here is who decided it. Everything
before that is thinking, which is necessary and good, but it is not
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the decision. The decision is the act of committing the conclusion
to a place built to keep it.

The common belief: if it was discussed and concluded,
especially in a written chat, it has been decided.

What is actually true: a conversation, even a written one,
is not a decision. It is talk that scrolls away. A decision is the
conclusion lifted out of the talk and recorded on purpose,
with an owner and a reason, somewhere built to keep it.

What recording actually buys you
This is not paperwork, and selling it as discipline-for-its-own-sake
is how it gets skipped. Recording the decision pays for itself in four
concrete ways, and each one matters more in an AI workflow than
it did before.

It makes your AI smarter. A recorded decision is something the
machine can read next time. Hit the same fork again and, instead
of guessing afresh, it finds your recorded answer and follows it.
The second time a feature touches data export, the agent does not
re-ask who is allowed to trigger one; it finds the prior call, cites it,
and builds on it in seconds. The decision stops being re-litigated
every session. Your past decisions become the context that
shapes the next build, which is the closest thing to institutional
memory a fast-moving team has.

It onboards the next person into the reasoning, not just the result.
A new hire who can read why the data is shaped this way inherits
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the thinking. One who can only read the code inherits a puzzle,
and re-opens settled questions because they cannot tell a
deliberate choice from an accident.

It survives the people who made it. When the engineer who knew
leaves, the decision stays. The most common way knowledge
walks out of a company is in the heads of people who decided
things and never wrote them down. A recorded decision is the one
form of that knowledge that does not resign.

And it is the audit everyone downstream is going to ask for
anyway. The security reviewer, the compliance check, the lawyer
after an incident: every one of them is going to ask who decided
this and why, and a team with recorded decisions answers in
minutes what a team without them answers in a frantic week of
archaeology, if at all. One record. The auditor, the lawyer, the
security reviewer, and your future self, all served by the same
short page.
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Figure 35:  One record, four payoffs. The same written decision makes the AI stop
re-asking, onboards the next person into the reasoning, survives the author’s

departure, and answers the auditor. Recording is not overhead; it is the highest-
return habit in this book.

What goes in the record, and where
The record itself is small. It is not a document, not a design spec,
not a wiki page nobody updates. It is a few lines per decision, kept
with the thing it governs so it travels with the work and cannot drift
away from it. The most reliable place is wherever the code lives,
committed alongside it, so the decision moves through history
attached to what it decided and is impossible to lose without losing
the code too.
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The One-Page Decision Record

For each load-bearing decision, write a short entry and keep
it with the code, in version control, so it travels through
history:

☐ The decision: what was chosen, in one plain sentence.
☐ The alternatives: what was rejected, and the one-line
reason each was not chosen. (This is the part the code can
never show.)
☐ The owner: the named person whose call this was.
☐ The date: when it was decided, so a later reader knows
what was and was not known at the time.
☐ Kept honest: when the decision changes, the new record
supersedes the old one rather than erasing it, so the change
of mind is part of the history too.

Filled in for one real decision, it is this small:

The decision: when the email provider is down, queue
outgoing messages and send them on recovery, rather than
failing the user’s action. The alternatives: fail the action with
an error (simplest, but it punishes the user for our
dependency’s outage); switch to a backup provider (sturdier,
but more cost and complexity than this stage warrants). The
owner: the platform lead. The date: before the first commit,
so a later reader knows multi-provider failover was
considered and deliberately deferred, not missed. Kept
honest: if email volume or deliverability needs grow, revisit
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the backup-provider option; supersede this record then, do
not delete it.

That is the entire artifact. It is shorter than the conversation that
produced it, and it will outlive everyone who was in that
conversation.

There is one more line worth adding to a load-bearing record, and
it is the line most people skip: what the choice now forces
downstream. A real decision is never free. Choosing one path
closes others, and a record that names only the choice hides the
bill. So the strongest records carry a short list of consequences:
which migration this now requires, which tests will have to change,
what is given up to get the thing you chose. The decision names
its own costs, in plain words, so nobody downstream discovers
them by surprise.

A team chooses to make the team identifier the single
source of identity and retire an older text slug. The choice is
clean. The consequences are not invisible, so the record
spells them out: a migration runs that backfills the identifier
on every existing row; three test suites that asserted on the
slug now have to change; and, in the owner’s own words in
the record, “the owner accepts losing the file-based re-seed
path.” That last line is the point. The cost is written down by
the person who chose to pay it, before the first commit, so it
reads as a deliberate trade and not as a thing that broke
later.
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A record that names its consequences does two jobs at once. It
makes the trade honest in the moment, because writing “I accept
losing X” is harder to wave through than writing “we chose Y.” And
it warns the next person, who can read not just what was decided
but what that decision is still costing them, and decide whether the
cost is still worth paying.

The reason to commit it alongside the code, rather than parking it
in a separate system, is the same reason this whole chapter
exists: a record that lives somewhere the work does not is a
record that decays into a chat thread. Kept with the code, it is
found by the next person automatically, read by the machine
automatically, and carried through every copy of the history
automatically. The decision becomes a permanent part of the
project rather than a memory in one person’s head.

But won’t the records rot like everything else?
The objection has teeth, because we have all watched
documentation die. A page describing how the system works is out
of date within a month, because the system kept moving and the
page did not. So why would a pile of decision records be any
different?

Because a decision record is a different kind of document. A how-
it-works page rots because it describes a moving thing, and the
moment the thing moves, the page is wrong and quietly
misleading. A decision record describes a fixed thing: a choice
made at a moment, by a person, for a reason. That does not go
out of date, because it already happened. A decision from two
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years ago is not stale. It is history, and history is what you wanted:
what was chosen, when, and why, given what was known then.

Decisions do change, and here is the move that keeps the record
alive instead of letting it rot. When the ground shifts and a decision
no longer holds, you do not edit the old record or delete it. You
write a new one that supersedes it and points back: we decided
this then; we decide that now, because the situation changed in
this way. The old decision stays, marked superseded. The record
now holds not just the current answer but the reasoning of the
change, which is the most valuable part, because the next person
tempted to switch back to the old way can read exactly why the
team already moved away from it.

Japanese craftsmen have a name for this. Kintsugi is the practice
of mending broken pottery with lacquer dusted in gold, so the
repair is not hidden but made visible and even honored, the gold
seam tracing exactly where the break was. A superseded decision
is the same idea. You do not paint over the change of mind to
make the record look like it was always right. You leave the old
answer and the new one both in place, with the seam between
them traced in plain sight, so the next person sees not just where
the project landed but where it broke and turned.

The shape of this matters more than it looks. The new record
explicitly names the one (or ones) it replaces, by reference, so
anyone reading either end of the chain can walk it. The
superseded record is not hidden and not rewritten; it stays
readable, with a mark on it saying a later decision overrode it and
where to find that decision. The correction is linked, not laundered.
That distinction is the whole game. A team that silently overwrites
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a bad call erases the evidence that it was ever made, which
means the next person has no way to learn from it and a real
chance of making it again. A team that supersedes keeps the
wrong turn visible alongside the reason it was wrong, which is
exactly the kind of honesty that “kept honest” was always
supposed to mean.

There is a third state worth naming, separate from superseded.
Some decisions are not replaced by a better one; they simply
expire. The condition they were made for stops being true, and no
new choice takes their place yet. A decision can be marked
expired: still readable, still part of the history, but flagged as
ground that has lapsed so nobody builds on it as if it were current.
Superseded says a newer decision won. Expired says the
question is open again. Both keep the record honest, and neither
pretends the past did not happen.

So the records do not rot, because you never ask them to stay
current about a moving system. You ask them to remember what
was decided and when, and to log each change of mind as
another decision rather than a silent overwrite. A documented
system tells you how things are, and goes stale. A documented
decision tells you why things are, and stays true, because the why
already happened.

Decision records do not rot the way how-it-works docs
do, because they describe a choice made at a moment,
not a moving system. When a decision changes,
supersede it, never erase it, and the record keeps the
reasoning of the change of mind too.
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But won’t this slow us down?
This is the objection that kills the habit before it starts: stopping to
record every choice sounds like friction, and friction is the thing a
fast team is most afraid of. If recording meant being interrupted for
the same kind of question over and over, the objection would be
right. The fix is that you record the answer once and then stop
being asked.

The way you do that is to index resolved decisions by their
category and by a fingerprint of the underlying question, not by the
specific words of the moment. The fingerprint is the shape of the
choice: who may trigger a destructive action, how this class of
dependency failure is handled, what identity a record is keyed on.
When a new piece of work raises a question with the same
fingerprint, the system does not surface a fresh decision to a
human. It finds the matching prior call and applies it. A decision
made once becomes a standing rule, and a standing rule does not
interrupt anyone.

This is what separates a pause from nagging. A pause that fired
every time a related question came up would train people to click
through it without reading, which is worse than no pause at all. A
pause that fires only the first time a genuinely new kind of question
appears, and reuses the answer on every recurrence after that,
stays sharp because it stays rare. You feel the stop only when
there is actually something new to decide.

And this is the real answer to “this will slow us down.” You pay the
full cost of a decision exactly once: the thinking, the alternatives,
the named owner, the consequences, the written record. Every
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later piece of work that sits downstream of that decision moves at
full speed, because the question is already answered and the
answer is already in front of the machine and the next person.
Recording is not a tax on velocity. It is the thing that lets one
careful decision buy speed on everything that follows it.

You pay for a real decision once. Indexed by category
and by a fingerprint of the question, the recorded
answer is reused the next time the same kind of choice
appears, so the pause fires only on genuinely new
questions and never becomes nagging. That is how
recording buys speed instead of costing it.

You now have the two halves of the mechanism: the pause that
forces the decision to a human, and the record that makes it last.
Seen separately they are rules. Seen together, on a single real
piece of work, they are a way of working that feels less like
process and more like sanity. The best way to believe that is to
watch it run, start to finish, on one ordinary request. The next
chapter is exactly that run.
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Chapter 18: The
Conversation That
Settles the Architecture

A request lands on a Tuesday: let customers export their own
data. Three years ago this would have become a ticket, then code,
then, eventually, an incident, because “export their own data”
hides at least four decisions nobody would have made on
purpose. Watch it go differently. What follows is a composite,
drawn from real sessions. The shape is real; the exact words are
paraphrased so the example can stand on its own.

The whole thing takes about fifteen minutes. Most of it is the
machine working. The parts that matter, the four places it stops,
take a human about ninety seconds each.
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The request meets the Spine
The session does not begin with code. It begins with the agent
reading the request against the product it already knows, and
almost immediately it stops, because “export their own data”
touches data, dependencies, and access all at once, and those
are load-bearing.

The first pause is about scope. The agent surfaces it plainly:

This request implies customers can export data that may
include records belonging to other people (shared projects,
team data). Two options. A: export only data owned solely by
the requester. B: export everything they can see, including
shared records. A is safer and narrower. B is what users will
probably expect. This is a product and privacy call, not a
coding one. I recommend A. Your decision.

This is the machine proposing and refusing to dispose. It has done
the hard part, noticing that an innocent-sounding request contains
a privacy fork, and left the part it cannot own. The product owner
picks A, for a reason the machine could not weigh: an enterprise
customer’s contract makes broad export a compliance risk. That
reason goes into the record.

Notice what the agent did not do at this fork. There was a faster
option available, the kind a tired team reaches for at five o’clock:
skip the ownership check entirely and let the export pull whatever
the query returns. It did not quietly leave that option off the list. It
put it on the list and stamped it rejected, with a citation to the rule
that forbade it.
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Option C (not offered): export by raw query, no ownership
filter. Rejected against the data-access rule that forbids
returning records the requester does not own. Showing it so
the decision record holds the road not taken, not only the
road chosen.

That is an honesty rule reaching inside the options of a single
decision. The tempting shortcut is shown and crossed out, with the
exact rule beside it, because a record that hides the cheap wrong
answer is a record that cannot teach. A future reader who finds the
file should see the fork that was nearly taken and why it was not,
without having to reconstruct it from memory.

Figure 36:  One request, four pauses. An ordinary feature request meets the
Spine and stops at each load-bearing fork: scope, dependency failure, data

shape, and access. Between the pauses, the machine runs at full speed.

Three more stops
The second pause is a dependency-failure decision. Export
means generating a file and handing it off through a third-party
storage service. The agent stops:

Export depends on the file-storage provider. If it is down mid-
export, options: A, fail the export with an error; B, queue and
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retry, notify the customer when ready. B is more work now
and a better experience. Recommend B. Your decision.

The engineer picks B and records it. Ninety seconds.

The third pause is the data-shape decision from Chapter 10, and it
is the one that would have detonated later. The agent notices that
export needs a history of changes, and the current data keeps
only the latest state:

Export of change history is requested, but we do not
currently store history, only current values. Capturing history
is a data-shape decision that is expensive to add after
launch. Options: A, export current state only, decide history
later; B, start capturing history now. Flagging because “later”
here means backfilling history we will not have. Recommend
deciding now.

This is the chapter-10 trap, caught before the first commit instead
of in a customer escalation a year on. The team decides to
capture history now, owns it, records it.

The fourth pause is access. The agent confirms who is allowed to
trigger an export of customer data and lands it narrow on purpose
rather than wide by default. A name goes on it.

Then it builds. The pauses are over, the decisions are made, and
the machine does what it is genuinely best at, fast, against a set of
choices that are now real.

It is worth dwelling on the fourth pause, because it is where the
human did something the first three did not require. On the access
decision, the agent recommended restricting export to a single
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named role, the safest reading of the request. The engineer
disposed differently. A support lead also needed to trigger exports
when a customer called in distress, a fact no rule encoded and the
machine had no way to know.

Agent: Recommend restricting export to the data-owner role
only. Engineer: Override. Support leads need it too, they run
exports on live customer calls. Restrict to data-owner and
support-lead, not all staff.

Both lines went into the record: the recommendation, and the
override with its reason. The agent did not argue and did not
silently comply by erasing what it had advised. A future reader
sees a fork with two defensible answers and the named human
who chose between them, which is exactly the thing a record is
for.

There is a fifth fork in this session that the clean count of four
leaves out, because it looks small. Before the build started, the
agent surfaced one more:

The export file has to be written in a format. CSV is what
most customers open without help. JSON keeps nested
structure (shared projects, history) intact but needs a
technical reader. A third option, give both, doubles the work
and the surface to test. I recommend CSV for the human-
facing export and a documented note that JSON can be
added later if a customer asks. Your decision.

It looks like a formatting detail. It is not. Format is a contract: once
a customer builds a script against the export, changing the shape
breaks them silently, and the support tickets arrive months later
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with no obvious cause. The product owner picked CSV, and
recorded a reason the agent had not raised: the customers asking
for export were operations staff, not developers, so a format only
an engineer could read would have generated more support load,
not less. That sentence is the kind of thing no rule encodes and no
model can infer from the codebase. It is exactly the judgment the
pause exists to capture.

The payoff showed up sooner than the scope fork’s did. Two days
later, a separate request asked for an admin report that also
exported records. The agent reached the format fork, and this time
it did not open the menu. It read the recorded call, cited it, and
matched it: CSV, per the export-format decision, here is the
reference. One decision, made once with a reason attached, now
answered a question in a feature nobody had written yet. The
second team never had to know the trade-off existed. They
inherited the answer.

It is worth slowing down inside the same session, because the
forks above are not the whole run. The transcript above
compresses them for the page. The actual session surfaced a few
more in sequence, and each one shows the same shape: the
machine carries the fork to the named human, the human
disposes with a reason a model could not weigh, and one fork it
does not re-ask at all.

The next fork is about the shape of the file itself. CSV was settled,
but a flat CSV cannot hold a shared project that contains a history
of changes without flattening one of them away. The agent
surfaces it:
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Export now includes shared projects and change history. A
single flat file collapses the nesting: one row per change
loses which project it belonged to, one row per project loses
the history. Options. A, one file, denormalized, every row
repeats the project name (larger file, opens anywhere). B, a
zip of one file per project (cleaner shape, the customer has to
unzip). Recommend A for operations staff who open the file
directly. Your decision.

The product owner picks A and records why: the people running
these exports paste them straight into a spreadsheet, and a zip
would have meant a support call about how to open it. That reason
is not in the codebase and not in any rule. It is the kind of thing the
pause exists to catch.

The fork after that is a dependency’s failure behavior, but a
different dependency from the storage one already settled.
Generating the history view calls an internal reporting service that
is sometimes slow under load. The agent stops:

The history portion reads from the reporting service, which
can take several seconds under load and occasionally times
out. Options. A, fail the whole export if history cannot be
read. B, return the current-state export and mark the history
section as unavailable, with a note to retry. Recommend B: a
partial export the customer can use beats a total failure. Your
decision.

The engineer picks B, records it, and adds the reason: a half-
finished export the customer can read now is worth more than a
clean one they have to wait for, because the most common reason
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a customer exports is that they are mid-panic about losing access.
Ninety seconds.

Then comes a fork the agent does not raise as a question, and
this is the moment worth watching. Writing the export file means
putting customer data somewhere the customer can download it,
which is an access-boundary decision: who can reach the
generated file, and for how long. A fresh session would have
stopped here and asked. This one did not. It found that the
boundary was already settled:

Generated export files are customer data at rest. Access and
retention for downloadable exports were decided in the
storage-provider call earlier this session: owner-only
download links, expiring after a fixed window. Applying that
decision here rather than re-opening it. Reference attached.

That is the citation move happening inside the same session, not
six weeks later. The earlier decision about the storage provider
already carried the access and retention boundary as part of its
reasoning, so the agent read it, matched it, and kept building. No
human was stopped. No ninety seconds were spent. The decision
was answered before it was asked, by a record the team had
written ten minutes earlier. The honesty rule still held: the agent
named the fork and named the decision it was applying, so a
reader of the record sees that the boundary was considered, not
skipped.

Stack the run end to end and the rhythm is the point. Scope,
format, file shape, two different dependency failures, two access
boundaries, one of them cited rather than re-asked. The human
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spoke at four of them and spent under ninety seconds each. The
rest the machine disposed against decisions that were already
real, either rules it could read or calls the team had already made
that morning. Nobody relitigated a settled question. Nobody
guessed at an open one. The session moved at the speed of the
machine everywhere except the handful of places where a person
had to weigh something the machine could not, and at those
places it stopped cold and waited.

That is the line the whole chapter turns on, now visible inside a
single transcript rather than stated as a maxim. The conversation
was where they thought, every fork surfaced, every trade-off laid
on the table, every recommendation made and considered. The
record was where they decided, four short entries that outlived the
conversation and answered the next two features without anyone
reopening them. A team that only had the conversation would
have had to remember it. A team that only had the record would
have lost the reasoning behind it. The method keeps both, in the
right order: think out loud at the fork, write down the disposition,
then let the next session read what was written instead of re-
deciding it from scratch.

The format fork is the one that teaches the lesson best,
because it is the one most teams would never have paused
on. Skip it, and the export ships in whatever shape the code
happened to produce. Nothing breaks that day. The cost
lands a quarter later, when two features have each picked a
different format by accident and a customer’s import script
works against one and fails against the other. The pause did
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not slow the build. It stopped a contradiction from being
committed by two people who never spoke to each other.

Across builds tracked end to end, the Spine has surfaced and
settled around twenty-five load-bearing decisions on the way to

release. Of those twenty-five, the human overrode the assistant’s
recommendation three times, and each override carried a written

rationale. The recommendation is a default, not a verdict. The
other twenty-two were the machine doing the disposing the

human had already authorised, leaving the human free to spend
real judgment on the three that actually turned on it. (Composite

from de-identified build sessions.)

That ratio is the mechanic, not a slogan. Compare, do not decide:
the machine is allowed to recommend, and most of the time its
recommendation is the right call and gets accepted on sight. The
named human’s real job is not to relitigate all twenty-five. It is to
catch the three the machine could not have weighed, and to leave
a sentence behind explaining why.

The common belief: refining a feature with AI means
describing what you want in enough detail that it builds the
right thing.

What is actually true: refinement is not generation, it is a
review. The machine drafts and surfaces the forks; the
human decides the few that carry consequences. The
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output is not just code, it is a set of recorded decisions with
the code attached.

The part that pays off later
Here is the move that makes the fifteen minutes worth far more
than fifteen minutes. Every one of those four decisions was
recorded, committed alongside the code. What got committed was
small, four short entries sitting beside the code they governed:

Export scope: owner-only, not shared records. Chosen for
an enterprise contract that makes broad export a compliance
risk. Rejected: export-everything-visible, which is what users
expect but exposes other people’s data. Owner: the product
owner. Storage-provider failure: queue and retry, notify the
customer when ready. Rejected: fail with an error, simpler
and a worse experience. Owner: the engineer. Change
history: start capturing it now. Rejected: current-state-only,
cheaper today and a backfill we would never be able to do
later. Owner: the team lead. Export access: restricted to
named roles, not all staff. Owner: the engineer.

A couple of minutes of writing in total. Six weeks later, a second
feature touches data export again. The agent hits the same scope
fork, and this time it does not ask. It finds the recorded decision,
cites it, and follows it: export is owner-only, per the recorded call,
here is the reference. The question that took ninety seconds the
first time takes zero seconds every time after.
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That is the compounding the whole book has been building
toward, visible on a single ticket. The first time through, the pauses
cost a few minutes each. From then on, the decisions are
answered before they are asked, by the machine reading what the
team already settled. The team did not get slower. It got a
memory.

The conversation was where they
thought. The record was where they

decided. Next time, the decision
answers before the question is even

asked.

Figure 37:  The same fork, first time and next time. The first time, the build pauses
and a human decides in ninety seconds. Every time after, the recorded decision

answers the fork automatically, and the build does not stop at all.
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How to run it
You do not need anything elaborate to get this. You need the
request to meet the Spine before it meets the code, the pause to
fire on the load-bearing forks, and the decisions to be recorded
where the next session will read them.

Running a Settling Session

☐ Start from the Spine, not the code. Read the request
against the eight decisions; let the load-bearing forks
surface before anything is built.
☐ Let the machine propose at each fork: options, trade-
offs, a recommendation. Keep the human’s job to deciding,
not detecting.
☐ Decide the few, fast. Ninety seconds each, with the
reason the machine could not see.
☐ Record each decision with the code, so the next
session answers the same fork without asking.
☐ Then build. The machine runs full speed against
decisions that are now real.

When a pause does not resolve in ninety
seconds
The transcript above is clean on purpose, to show the shape. Real
sessions are messier in one way worth naming: sometimes a
pause surfaces a fork that ninety seconds cannot close. The agent
flags the data-shape decision, and the honest truth is that nobody
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in the session knows yet whether there will be a second currency.
Or the privacy call needs a stakeholder who is not at the desk right
now.

This is not the method failing. It is the method working. A fork that
cannot be decided well in ninety seconds is not a reason to decide
it badly in ten. It is a reason to do one of two things, both already
in this book. If the blocker is a genuine unknown, it becomes a
named unknown with a timeboxed look from Chapter 12: box it,
settle it, then decide. If the blocker is the wrong person, the fork is
held for the named owner from Chapter 8, and the build proceeds
on everything that does not depend on it, exactly as the pause
from Chapter 16 allows. What does not happen is the one thing
the whole book is against: the machine filling the gap with a
confident guess because waiting felt slow.

A pause that ends in “named, and held for the owner”
or “boxed as an unknown” is still a decision. The only
outcome the method forbids is the unrecorded guess.

This is the system running on one request: the Spine, the weight
rule, the owner, the pause, the record, all in fifteen unremarkable
minutes that save a year of escalations. There is one thing still
missing, though, and it is the thing that decides whether any of this
happens at all. Nothing above starts unless someone draws a line
and says: the decisions are made, now the build may begin.
Without that line, the pressure to start always wins, and “we will
decide as we go” quietly takes over. The line has a name, and it is
the last piece. The next chapter names it.
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Chapter 19: The
Readiness Gate

Without a line that says the build may now start, it is always too
early to have made the decisions, and so it is always too late.

This sounds like wordplay and is actually the trap that undoes
everything in this book. A team can agree with every chapter,
name the eight decisions, believe in the pause and the record, and
still skip all of it, because there is never a moment that forces the
question. The pressure to start is constant and the build can begin
at any instant, so “let us just get going and decide as we go” wins
by default, every time, unless something stops it. That something
is a single explicit line: a gate that the build is not allowed to cross
until the decisions behind it are made.
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Why “decide as we go” always wins without a
gate
The reason teams skip the decisions is not that they disagree with
making them. It is that nothing marks the moment they are
supposed to be made. Building can start now, or now, or now, and
at every one of those nows, starting feels like progress and
deciding feels like delay. With no fixed point that says “not yet,
finish the decisions first,” the decision to start is made by whoever
is most impatient, which is usually whoever is least aware of what
is being skipped.

A gate removes the ambiguity. It is a short, explicit checkpoint with
one job: to confirm that the load-bearing decisions are made,
owned, and recorded before the build begins. It is not a phase or a
committee or a stage gate with forms. It is a line, and a moment
where someone says yes, we may now start, or no, two of these
are still unmade, finish them first.

The common belief: a readiness gate is process overhead
that slows the start of the build.

What is actually true: without a gate, there is no moment
that forces the decisions, so “decide as we go” wins by
default and the decisions get made by the build itself. The
gate does not slow the start. It is the only thing that makes
the start deliberate.
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Without a line, there is no “too early.” So
it is always too early, and the decisions
never get made until the build makes

them for you.

Figure 38:  The gate. A single explicit line the build cannot cross until the load-
bearing decisions are made, owned, and recorded. Either they are, and the build

starts deliberately, or they are not, and the gate names what is missing.

The arithmetic that makes this obvious
The objection to a gate is always speed: it slows us down. The
arithmetic says the opposite, and once you see it the objection
collapses.

The eight decisions, made up front, take days. Sometimes hours.
Re-making them after the fact, once code, data, and a second
team already depend on the accidental answer, takes months, and
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the chapters in Part III are a catalog of exactly how much each
one costs when it comes due late: the data migration, the
dependency outage, the access retrofit, the rebuild. The gate does
not add this cost. It moves the same cost to the cheapest possible
moment and caps it. A decision made before the first commit costs
a conversation. The identical decision discovered after launch
costs a quarter. The gate is simply the rule that makes you pay the
first price, not the second.

So the fast path is not skipping the gate. The fast path is the gate,
because the teams with the most expensive rebuilds were never
the ones who paused for a day to decide. They were the ones who
saved the day and spent the quarter.

Figure 39:  Same decisions, two prices. Made before the gate, they cost days.
Discovered after launch, they cost months. The gate does not add the cost; it

moves it to the cheapest moment and caps it.

What the gate checks
The gate is deliberately short. It is not a quality review of the whole
plan; it is one question asked of the Spine: are the load-bearing
decisions made, owned, and recorded? Reversible, light decisions
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do not belong at the gate, because the weight rule already told you
they can be made later at no cost. The gate guards only the few
that are expensive to unmake.

The Readiness Gate

Before the first commit, confirm, out loud and on the record:

☐ Every load-bearing decision on the Spine is made (not
left to the default).
☐ Every one is owned by a named person.
☐ Every one is recorded where the next person and the
next AI session will find it.
☐ The genuine unknowns are named and either settled or
assigned a timeboxed look, not silently guessed.
☐ A named person says, explicitly: the build may now start.
If the answer is no, the gate names exactly which decisions
are still missing.

That last line is the whole point of having a gate rather than a vibe.
Someone says yes, by name, and that yes is itself a recorded
decision: as of this date, against these recorded choices, we
judged the architecture ready. If it later turns out something was
missed, there is a moment and an owner to learn from, instead of
the familiar fog of nobody-decided-to-start, it just started.

What the gate catches
A team is ready to build. The agent is primed, the feature list
is clear, everyone wants to start, and someone runs the gate
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before they do. It takes ten minutes. Six of the eight come
back clean, made and recorded in the planning that got them
here. Two do not. Nobody had actually decided what
happens when the payment provider is down; they had
assumed it would be fine. And nobody had decided who can
reach production and customer data; the agent’s scaffold had
left access wide open by default, and no human had looked.

Neither gap was visible an hour earlier, when everyone felt
ready. That is the gate earning its keep. The two missing
decisions take an afternoon to make and record: when the
payment provider is down, queue the charge and notify the
customer rather than failing the sign-up; and limit who can
reach production and customer data on purpose, rather than
leaving it open to everyone by default. Two short records, an
owner on each. Had the gate not caught them, the
dependency decision would have surfaced as an outage and
the access decision as a breach or a failed security review,
both after launch. The gate did not slow the build. It found,
for the cost of ten minutes, two decisions that were one
launch away from costing a season each.

How the gate reaches a verdict
There is a quiet way for a gate to fail, and it is worse than no gate
at all. It can report green when green was never earned. A gate
that treats “we did not check that” as the same thing as “that is
fine” will wave through exactly the decisions it exists to catch, and
it will do it with a clean-looking summary that everyone trusts. So
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the verdict has to be built so that this cannot happen. The gate
fails closed.

Fails closed means the default answer is no, and yes has to be
earned. A decision is not ready because nothing flagged it. It is
ready because someone measured it and the measurement came
back made, owned, and recorded. The absence of a red mark is
not a green mark. This sounds like a small distinction until you
watch it bite.

In a readiness check, six verification passes ran and not a single
check failed. Zero red. By the instinct most teams carry, that is a
pass, and the build starts. The gate returned NOT READY anyway.
The reason was not a hidden failure. It was that a set of checks
could not be measured at all: blocked, for stated reasons, never
run to a result. The gate refused to read “not measured” as “fine.”
It counted the unmeasured decisions as exactly what they were,
unknown, and an unknown load-bearing decision is not a decision
you may build on. The team had not earned the green on those,
so they did not get it.

Six passes, zero failing checks, verdict: NOT READY. The
failing decisions were not failing. They were unmeasured, and
the gate refused to count “not measured” as a pass. Green is
earned by measurement, not granted by the absence of red.

Source: de-identified composite, drawn from production
readiness-gate runs.

This is why states like “not measured”, “not yet checked”, and
“stale” have to be first-class outcomes in the record, sitting right
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next to “made” and “recorded”, not folded silently into the green. A
stale decision is one that was true and may no longer be. An
unchecked one was never looked at. Treating either as settled is
how a gate lies to the people relying on it. Name the non-values
out loud, and the gate stays honest about what it actually knows
versus what it merely did not trip over.

A readiness gate has to fail closed: the default is NOT
READY, and READY is earned one measured decision at
a time. Zero failing checks is not a pass if checks were
skipped, blocked, or stale. Green you did not earn is the
most dangerous green there is, because it reads exactly
like the green you did.

Not every “pass” is the same kind of pass
There is one more way a verdict can mislead, and it is subtler than
the unmeasured one. Two decisions can both read “pass” while
one was proven and the other was merely judged, and if you add
them together you get a number that hides the difference. So the
gate stamps every check with how it knows what it claims to know.
Three strength classes, and they are never pooled.

Machine-proven is the first: a deterministic check ran and the
result is not a matter of opinion. The named owner is recorded, or
they are not. The access list either includes a wildcard or it does
not. There is no judgment in it; the same input gives the same
answer every time. Model-judged is the second: something formed
an opinion that the decision looks made, the way a reviewer reads
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a plan and says this seems handled. Useful, often right, but it is an
assessment, not a proof, and it can be confidently wrong. Blocked
is the third, the unmeasured state from the section above: the
check could not run, and the reason is written down rather than
swallowed.

The rule that matters is that a deterministic pass and a model-
judged pass never collapse into one count. Six green is not a
number when three were proven and three were guessed. Pooling
them throws away the one thing a reader needs in order to trust
the verdict: how solid each green actually is. So the record keeps
them apart. You can see at a glance that the data shape is
machine-proven made, that the dependency fallback is model-
judged made and might warrant a human’s eyes, and that the
access boundary is blocked and was never measured. Honesty
about how a thing is known is part of the record, not a footnote to
it. A gate that hides the difference between proven and guessed is
selling certainty it does not have.

The readiness line is a decision too
Everything above describes how the gate checks. There is a
quieter point hiding inside it: the line that says the build may start
is not the report of a decision. It is one. The gate does not merely
observe that the architecture became ready, the way a
thermometer observes a temperature. Someone, by name, on a
date, looks at the record and authorizes the build to begin against
it. That authorization is itself a load-bearing decision, and it gets
owned and recorded like any other. As of this date, against these
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recorded choices, measured these ways, a named person judged
the architecture ready to build. That sentence is the readiness line
written out in full.

Which means a passing gate can do something a vibe never can:
it can name what it actually checked. Not “looks good, ship it,” but
an itemized statement that a person can read line by line and
disagree with. The data shape: made, machine-proven, the record
shows a single owned schema with no competing definition. The
dependency the build will lean on: made, model-judged, the
fallback for an outage is written down and an owner is named. The
trust boundary: made, machine-proven, the access list carries no
wildcard and a human approved who can reach production. Each
green carries what it satisfied and how that was measured, so the
readiness line is not one number standing in for eight judgments. It
is eight judgments you can audit, plus a ninth: the dated decision
to start.

A de-identified version reads almost like a receipt. Each check
names the decision it covers, the rule or standard it was measured
against (the access boundary cites the policy that says no
wildcard at the perimeter; the data shape cites the constraint that
one owned definition exists; the dependency cites the contract that
every external call has a written fallback), the strength class of the
pass, and the owner. Read top to bottom, it says two things at
once: these decisions are made, owned, and recorded; and these
checks passed, here is how each one was measured, and here is
the named person who, on this date, judged that enough to begin.
The reader does not have to trust the summary. The summary
shows its work.
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This is also what protects the gate from becoming theater. A line
that just says READY, with nothing under it, is a vibe wearing a
uniform. A line that itemizes what it checked, cites the rule each
check satisfied, and ends with a name and a date is a decision
standing behind its own verdict. If something was missed, the
itemization is where you find out which check did not cover it, and
the name is who you ask. A passing gate is not the end of
accountability. It is the moment accountability gets written down.

The readiness line is itself a decision: owned, dated,
and authorizing the build to begin against a specific
record. A passing gate names what it actually checked,
cites the rule or standard each check satisfied, and
records the strength of each pass, so READY is not a
vibe but an inspectable statement: these decisions are
made, owned, and recorded; these checks passed; here
is how each was measured; here is who said begin, and
when.

But isn’t a gate just waterfall?
The objection lands hardest for the best teams, the ones who
learned, correctly, that deciding everything up front is a fantasy
and that you build, ship, and learn. A gate before the build sounds
like a return to the old world of big design documents and sign-
offs, the opposite of how good software gets made now. If iteration
is the way, why erect a gate at all?
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Because the gate does not ask you to decide everything up front.
It asks you to decide the few things you cannot iterate your way
out of. This is the weight rule again, and it is the whole
reconciliation. Most of a product should be built, shipped, and
learned from, because most decisions are reversible and iteration
is how you find the right answer cheaply. The gate does not touch
any of that. It guards only the handful that are expensive to
unmake: the data shape, the trust boundary, the dependency a
hundred features will lean on. Those are precisely the decisions
iteration cannot save you from. You cannot ship-and-learn your
way out of a data model a million records already live in. The gate
is not the enemy of iteration. It is what makes iteration safe, by
fencing off the few choices where “we will fix it next sprint” is a
sentence that ends in a migration. Ship and learn the onboarding
flow, the pricing page, the dashboard layout, and iterate them
weekly. Do not ship and learn the data model, the trust boundary,
or the dependency every feature will lean on. Those are the few a
later sprint cannot fix, and they are the only ones the gate holds.

And the gate is not a one-time event at the dawn of the project,
which is the other half of the waterfall worry. You saw it fire
continuously in the last chapter. The pause that stops the build at
a load-bearing fork is the same gate, applied to one decision
instead of all of them. There is a gate before the first commit of a
new product, and a smaller gate every time a new piece of work
reaches a fork that is expensive to unmake. Same rule and the
same three words, at a different scale. It is not a phase you pass
through once. It is a standing line that no load-bearing decision
crosses unmade, whether on day one or in year three.
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A readiness gate is not “decide everything before you
build.” It is “decide the few things you cannot iterate out
of, before you build them.” The gate is what makes fast
iteration safe, by fencing off the decisions a later sprint
cannot fix.

You now have the complete system: the eight decisions, the
weight rule, the owner, the pause, the record, the settling session,
and the gate. It works, on a single ticket and across a whole build.
But “it works” is an engineering claim, and engineering claims do
not move companies. The reason to do all of this is not that it is
correct. It is that it pays, in a product that holds, a team that is not
hostage to one person’s memory, and a business that can be sold,
audited, and trusted. That case, the one that turns a good practice
into a serious business, is next.
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Chapter 20: Serious
Decisions, Serious
Business

The most expensive mistake I have watched a company make was
not a wrong decision. It was a sale that fell through because they
could not answer a question.

A larger company wanted to acquire them. The product worked,
the customers were real, the revenue was good. Then the buyer’s
technical due diligence asked the ordinary questions a serious
buyer asks: why is the system built this way, who decided these
things, what happens to your business if this provider disappears,
who can touch customer data. And the team could not answer. Not
because the answers were bad, but because the answers did not
exist anywhere except in the half-memories of people, some of
whom had left. The architecture was undecided, which to a buyer
reads as uncontrolled, which lowers the price or kills the deal. It
killed the deal.
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Everything in this book has been engineering until now. This
chapter is the part that turns it into money, because the discipline
of deciding and recording is not a quality practice. It is what makes
the business itself serious.

The compounding that makes a product hold
A decided, recorded architecture does not just avoid incidents. It
compounds, and the compounding is the whole financial case.

A team that makes its load-bearing decisions on purpose and
writes them down moves a little more slowly on day one than a
team that lets the default decide. By month three, they are even,
because the first team is not stopping to reconstruct what they
decided. By month six, the first team is faster, because every
recorded decision is a question the machine no longer asks and a
debate the team no longer has. By the time real scale arrives, the
gap is enormous, because the defaulting team is now paying the
Part III bills in full, the migration, the outage, the rebuild, while the
deciding team is shipping on top of choices that still hold.

This is the opposite of the usual story about careful work, the one
where rigor is a tax you pay for safety. Here, rigor is an investment
that pays compounding returns, because each recorded decision
keeps paying every time it is read instead of remade.

The common belief: moving carefully is safer but slower;
moving fast and fixing later is how you win a market.
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What is actually true: deciding and recording compounds.
It costs a little at the start and pays back faster every month,
because settled decisions stop being re-litigated. The fast-
and-fix-later team is the one that ends up slow, paying for
the unmade decisions exactly when the stakes are highest.

A defaulted architecture is the cheapest
start and the most expensive business.
A decided one is a small tax up front

and a compounding asset forever.

Figure 40:  The compounding gap. The deciding team starts slightly slower and
pulls steadily ahead, because settled decisions stop being remade. The defaulting

team starts fast and pays the unmade-decision bills exactly when scale arrives.
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Why this is not just another chart
A skeptic is right to distrust a compounding curve, because every
practice ever sold claims to compound, and most of those charts
are drawn, not measured. So it is worth saying what this shape
rests on, because it is not invented.

The clearest evidence is the finding this book has leaned on from
the start. When DORA studied AI-assisted software development
across many organizations in 2025, its headline was that AI
behaves less like a fixed multiplier and more like an amplifier of
the discipline a team already has. It magnifies the strengths of
teams whose decisions are in order and the dysfunctions of teams
whose decisions are not. Read that as a financial statement and it
is the compounding curve exactly: hand the same powerful tool to
two teams and it widens the gap between them rather than closing
it. The disciplined team’s advantage compounds because the tool
multiplies a real foundation. The defaulting team’s mess
compounds because the tool multiplies that too, and faster than
before.

This is why “fast and fix later” stopped being the safe bet at the
exact moment AI arrived. The thing that got amplified was never
the typing. It was whatever decisions sat underneath it. A team
that had its load-bearing calls made, owned, and recorded handed
the amplifier something worth multiplying. A team running on
confident defaults handed it a pile of unowned choices and got a
larger pile, sooner. The curve is not a promise. It is what an
amplifier does to two different inputs.
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There is a cost-side reading of the same evidence, and it is the
part most adoption stories leave out. The 2024 DORA report found
that heavier AI use, on its own, did not move delivery in the
direction everyone assumed. As AI adoption rose, the measured
delivery numbers moved the wrong way for teams that had no
discipline holding the work together. The mechanism is not
mysterious. AI makes it cheap to write more code, and more code
arrives in bigger batches, and a bigger batch is a bigger thing to
review, ship, and recover when it breaks. The tool did not make
the work worse. It made the existing batch size worse, faster, for
any team that had not already decided how it works.

In the 2024 DORA Accelerate State of DevOps Report, every
25% increase in AI adoption was associated with an estimated
 1.5% decrease in delivery throughput and an estimated  7.2%

decrease in delivery stability. Over 75% of practitioners reported
using AI daily, yet about 39% reported little or no trust in the
code it produced. Source: DORA, 2024 Accelerate State of

DevOps Report. The amplifier does not lift everyone. Without the
discipline of deciding and recording, heavier AI use widened the
gap rather than closing it, which is the compounding case stated
in cost terms instead of curve terms. In its 2025 report, DORA
found throughput turning positive as teams adapted, while the

instability remained, which is exactly the pattern this book
predicts: speed returns, but without decided and recorded

architecture, the system stays fragile.

That daily-use-without-trust gap, three quarters of practitioners
reaching for the tool and four in ten not trusting what comes back,

248



Chapter 20: Serious Decisions, Serious Business

is the whole reason the recorded decision matters more now, not
less. Trust does not come from the code looking right. It comes
from being able to point at who decided the shape of it, and why,
before any of it was written.

AI does not close the gap between a disciplined team
and a defaulting one. It widens it. That is the
compounding case, and it is why the deciding is now
worth more, not less.

What the record buys each person who is not
you
The compounding case is internal. There is a second case that is
about everyone who shows up from outside, and in a regulated,
acquirable, security-conscious world it is just as financial.

The recorded decision is the same artifact that satisfies every
outside party who will ever ask about your system, and they will all
ask the same two things: who decided this, and why. The security
reviewer asking how customer data is protected. The compliance
audit asking who can access it. The lawyer, after an incident,
asking what the team knew and when. The acquirer’s due
diligence asking why the architecture is shaped this way and
whether it can scale. Every one of these is the “who decided this,
and why” question wearing a different badge, and a team with
recorded decisions answers all of them from the same short
pages, in an afternoon, calmly.
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A team without recorded decisions answers them with a panic, if
at all, and every one of those parties reads the panic correctly: this
team does not control its own system. That reading lowers
valuations, fails audits, loses enterprise deals that require a
security review, and turns incidents into liability. The record is not
a compliance chore bolted on at the end. It is the same byproduct
of working seriously that also makes the business defensible.

There is a stronger version of this artifact, and it is worth
understanding before you settle for the weaker one. A record that
merely asserts a decision was made is something the reader has
to take on faith. A record whose evidence can be re-checked by
an outsider is something the reader does not have to trust at all.
Picture the difference at the moment it counts. An acquirer’s
reviewer is not asking you to believe the record. They are pointing
an independent check at it: re-fetch the exact code at the point the
decision names, recompute its fingerprint, and confirm the
fingerprint in the record matches the real thing. If it matches, the
record is the code, not a claim about the code. If it does not
match, the record is rejected outright. Provenance is verified, not
trusted. And because the fingerprint is tied to the exact change,
you cannot back-date this: a record cannot quietly be edited later
to describe a decision that was not actually made then.

This is the difference between a paper trail and an audit. A paper
trail is a story the team tells about itself. An audit is a story an
outsider can confirm without asking the team for anything. The
serious business wants the second kind, because the second kind
survives the room where nobody in it trusts you yet, and that is
exactly the room where the price gets set.
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There is a quiet economic point hiding in how the record is keyed.
Because it is keyed by the exact change and not by who wrote it
down, identical work deduplicates. Two people who touch the
same change do not produce two records to reconcile; they
produce one. Recording a decision therefore costs almost nothing
per extra person on the same work, which matters because the
usual objection to any discipline is that it taxes the team in
proportion to its size. This one does not. The marginal cost of one
more person working seriously, on work that is already accounted
for, rounds to zero.

One record, two rooms, a year apart. A team recorded,
before launch, why customer data was stored in one region
and not replicated elsewhere: a data-residency promise
made to an early enterprise customer, owner the CTO, the
alternative of multi-region replication rejected as premature
for the stage.

A year later a security reviewer for a new prospect asks
where customer data physically lives, and why. The team
does not convene a meeting. They open the record and
answer in five minutes, and the reviewer reads the answer
as the mark of a team in control. Six months after that, an
acquirer’s technical diligence asks the same question in
different words. Same record, same five minutes, same
impression. The record was written once, for the team’s own
clarity. It paid the security reviewer and the acquirer as a
byproduct. Neither payment was planned for, and both were
collected anyway.
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Figure 41:  One artifact, every outside party. The security reviewer, the auditor, the
lawyer, and the acquirer all ask the same question: who decided this, and why.

The recorded decision answers all of them from one place.

The record as the audit a serious business
wants
Most teams will never hash-chain a receipt, and they do not need
to. What every team needs is a decision someone can still defend
a year later, which is still just a sentence written down at the right
moment. What follows is how far that one habit can be pushed
when an outside party demands hard proof: an advanced, optional
form of the same recorded decision, not a new tool to install and
not the place the discipline has to end up. Read it as the ceiling,
not the floor.

Walk one decision the whole way down and you can see the
shape the serious version takes. A decision is made, owned,
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recorded. Under it sits the actual work: the change, the checks
that passed before it shipped. The weak version stops there, with
a note that says trust us, this was decided. The serious version
turns each change into a small receipt: what was decided, what
was verified, signed, and ordered so that every receipt carries the
fingerprint of the one before it. That last part is the whole trick.
Hash-chain the receipts and you cannot back-date a decision or
quietly edit one after the fact, because changing any record
breaks the chain after it, and the break is visible to anyone who
looks. The team is no longer asking to be believed. It is offering
something an outsider can check.

Checking is the point, and it is worth being precise about what
checking means here, because it is not the team marking its own
homework. An outside party, the acquirer’s reviewer, an auditor,
takes the receipt and goes around the team entirely. They re-fetch
the exact code at the point the decision names, recompute its
fingerprint, and compare it to the fingerprint in the receipt. Match,
and the receipt is the work, not a sentence about the work.
Mismatch, and the receipt is rejected, no argument, no benefit of
the doubt. Provenance is verified, not trusted. The team’s word is
not part of the transaction, which is exactly why the transaction is
worth so much in the room where the team’s word is the thing in
question.

The fingerprint settles what code was there. The receipt also says
the work was checked, and that claim can be re-run rather than re-
read. A receipt that records which checks passed is a receipt an
outsider can replay: take the named code, run the named checks
again, and watch them pass a second time on someone else’s
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machine. A claim you can only read, you have to believe. A claim
you can replay, you can verify cold, without anyone from the team
in the room to explain it. This is the difference between a
screenshot of a green check and the green check itself. The
serious buyer wants the second one, because the first one proves
only that a check passed somewhere, once, for someone, and the
deal is being priced by a person who was not there.

There is a second fact the receipt can carry, and it answers a
question that did not used to exist. When a machine made the
change, the record can say so, and not as a confession the team
volunteers but as a checkable fact the gate evidence stands
behind. One agent does the work; a separate check vouches for
what it did, and the cross-agent attestation lands in the receipt. So
“a machine wrote this” stops being a shrug or a worry and
becomes a line an auditor can confirm. That matters more every
quarter, because the question a serious buyer now asks is not
whether you used AI. It is which parts of your system a machine
produced, and whether anyone was watching when it did. A team
that can point to the answer, change by change, is answering a
question its competitors are still waving away.

Sum those per-change facts across the whole system and you get
the artifact a serious buyer keeps reaching for and rarely gets: a
bill of materials for the machine’s work. The receipts answer the
question one change at a time. The bill of materials answers it for
the product as a whole: here is what a machine produced, here is
the check that vouched for each piece, here is the human who
owned the call where one was needed. A buyer can read it the
way a manufacturer reads a parts list, line by line, and what they
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are really pricing is the size of the unknown. With no list, every line
of the product is a maybe, and a maybe is priced as a risk. With
the list, the unknown shrinks to what the list says it is, and a
known quantity is priced as an asset. The list does not flatter the
team. It bounds the question, which is worth more than flattery in a
room where the team’s word is the thing being weighed. A team
that ships AI into its product and cannot say which parts the
machine wrote is asking the buyer to take the whole product on
faith. A team that hands over the bill of materials has already done
the buyer’s hardest counting for them, and a buyer who does not
have to count pays more and argues less.

Now connect the receipt to the law, because this is where the
same artifact starts serving two readers at once. A check that
passes can cite the specific clause it satisfies: an EU AI Act
article, a NIST control, an ISO clause. Not a folder of policy
documents written once and never opened again, but a live
mapping from a passing check to the rule it answers. The record
that tells your own engineer why a thing is built this way is, in the
same breath, the record that tells an auditor which obligation that
build discharges. One artifact, two badges. The team reads it as
clarity. The auditor reads it as compliance. Nobody had to write
the second version.

The last property is the one that decides whether any of this
survives contact with a real buyer: it has to leave the building.
Evidence locked inside a vendor’s tool is evidence the buyer
cannot fully own, and a serious buyer knows it, because the day
they stop paying that vendor is the day the proof disappears. So
the whole record exports into the customer’s own audit and
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security systems, on their terms, in their systems, under their
control. The team keeps the evidence the way a company keeps
its books: not as a login to someone else’s product, but as
something it holds and can produce on demand long after any one
tool is gone.

Stand back and the point is not that this is more compliance work.
It is the opposite. None of this is a second job bolted onto the end
of the first one. It is the same recorded-decision habit the rest of
this chapter has been describing, made tamper-evident and
portable. The team was already deciding on purpose and writing it
down for its own clarity. Signing the record, chaining it, mapping it
to the law, and letting it leave the building are what turn “we
decided this on purpose” into something a security reviewer, an
auditor, and an acquirer can each trust without taking the team’s
word for any of it. The work was done for the team. The serious
business collects it as proof.

The EU AI Act entered into force in August 2024, with obligations
for high-risk AI systems phasing in through 2026 and 2027. Its

provisions lean hard on record-keeping and technical
documentation that a provider must be able to produce on

request. Source: Regulation (EU) 2024/1689 (EU AI Act). A team
that already keeps tamper-evident, exportable records of what

was decided and verified is not scrambling to build an evidence
trail when the obligation lands. It already has one.
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Three rooms, one receipt. A team shipping a feature that
scored applicants for a financial product recorded the
decision to keep a human in the loop on every adverse
outcome: owner the CTO, the fully-automated alternative
rejected, the change and its passing checks signed into the
chain, the check that gated automated rejections citing the
EU AI Act clause it satisfied.

A security reviewer for an enterprise prospect asks how
automated decisions are controlled. The team exports the
relevant receipts into the reviewer’s own system; the
reviewer re-fetches the code at the named point, confirms
the fingerprint matches, and sees the human-in-the-loop
gate is real, not a slide. Months later an auditor checking the
firm’s regulatory posture asks for evidence on the same
feature. Same receipt, now read as a clause-by-clause
mapping from passing check to obligation. A year on, an
acquirer’s diligence team asks whether the AI in the product
is governed or improvised. They do not take the answer on
faith. They run their own check against the exported chain,
find no break, confirm which changes a machine made and
which a person vouched for, and price the company as one
that controls its system. One artifact answered all three, and
not one of them had to trust the team to do it.

A recorded decision becomes the audit a serious
business wants when it is made tamper-evident and
portable: signed, hash-chained, independently re-
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checkable, mapped to the clause it satisfies, and
exported into the buyer’s own systems. That is not extra
compliance. It is the same deciding-and-recording
habit, turned into proof an outsider can confirm without
trusting you.

What this does not change
Honesty is part of the case, so here is what deciding and
recording will not do, because overselling it would be the exact
corporate-fog mistake this approach exists to avoid.

It will not make a bad product good. A perfectly decided
architecture for a product nobody wants is a well-documented
failure. It will not remove the need for judgment; the decisions are
still hard, and the record only preserves the call, it does not make
it. It will not eliminate incidents; it makes them survivable and
learnable instead of mysterious. And it is not free: it costs a little
discipline at the moments you most want to skip it, and the weight
rule exists precisely so that cost stays small and lands only where
it pays.
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The Business Case, in One Pass

If you need to justify this to someone who controls the
budget, these are the four returns, in their language:

☐ Velocity that compounds: settled decisions are not re-
litigated; the team gets faster over time, not slower.
☐ Resilience: the failure decisions mean outages are
designed, not suffered.
☐ Continuity: the knowledge survives departures; the
business is not hostage to one person’s memory.
☐ Defensibility: audits, security reviews, and due diligence
are answered from the record, supporting reviews and
protecting enterprise deals.

So serious decisions are not a matter of taste or engineering
pride. They are how a build becomes a product that holds, and a
product becomes a business that can be trusted, audited, scaled,
and sold. The deciding was always the part that was yours. Doing
it on purpose is what makes the whole thing serious.

What remains is not another argument, only to see it.
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Chapter 21: The
Architecture You
Chose

Even dust, piled up, becomes a mountain.

Chiri mo tsumoreba yama to naru, a Japanese proverb

It is an ordinary afternoon, a year into the build. A new engineer,
two weeks in, is about to add a feature that touches how the
product stores money. They open the part of the repository where
the decisions live, and there it is: the choice to support multiple
currencies, made on a specific date, by a named person, with the
reason written plainly and the option that was rejected sitting right
beside it. They read it in thirty seconds. They build on top of it
without breaking it, without a meeting, without asking anyone,
without re-deciding a thing.
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Nothing about that afternoon is remarkable. That is exactly what is
remarkable about it. A year earlier, on a different kind of team, the
same afternoon would have been an archaeology dig, a Slack
thread, a guess, and eventually an incident. Here it is just work,
moving smoothly over decisions that were settled on purpose and
written down. The absence of drama is the whole reward.

What is in place
Stand back and look at what that team has, because it is
everything in this book, assembled.

They have the eight decisions, the Decision Spine, made for what
matters and left light for what does not. They have the weight rule,
so the load-bearing few got real seriousness and the reversible
many did not slow anyone down. Every decision has an owner
with a name. The build pauses when it reaches a fork the machine
cannot own, and a human decides it in ninety seconds. Every one
of those decisions is recorded, committed beside the code, where
the next person and the next AI session read it instead of
remaking it. A readiness gate, once, said the build could start. And
because all of that happened, the architecture is not whatever the
first scaffold produced. It is a set of choices the team made, on
purpose, and can point to.
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Figure 42:  The whole system. The eight decisions of the Spine, each owned and
recorded, arranged around the one thing that holds them together: a named

human who decided them on purpose, before the first commit.

262



Chapter 21: The Architecture You Chose

Figure 43:  The same afternoon, two teams. With the record, a new engineer
reads the reason in thirty seconds and builds on it. Without it, the identical task is

an archaeology dig that ends, eventually, in an incident.

263



The Decisions AI Can't Make for You

The Whole Spine on One Card

If you keep one page from this book, keep this. Before your
next build starts, run down it; every box you cannot tick is a
decision still being made for you.

☐ The six shape decisions, decided. Build or buy, who
owns what, the data and load shape, each dependency’s
failure, the unknowns named, where it runs and who can
touch it. Plus the two that hide longest: the scale you are
building for, and which code must stay understandable.
☐ Weighted. The load-bearing few got real seriousness; the
reversible many stayed light.
☐ Owned. Every load-bearing decision has one named
person, not a team.
☐ Recorded. Each is written beside the code, with the
reason and the rejected option.
☐ Gated. One explicit line said the build could start.

The compounding, one more time
It is worth saying once more what this buys, because it is the
reason the unremarkable afternoon matters. The first month,
deciding on purpose felt slightly slower than letting the default
decide. By the sixth month, it was faster, because nothing was
being re-litigated. By the time real scale and a real acquirer
arrived, the gap was the difference between a product that held
and a product that had to be explained. The reward was never a
single dramatic save. It was a thousand small afternoons where
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nothing went wrong, compounding into a business someone could
trust.

The reward is unglamorous: a quiet
afternoon, a question already

answered, a sprint that ends on time. If
that sounds boring, this book was not
for you. If it sounds rare, you already
understand why it is worth the work.

What this is, and is not
Be clear about the size of the claim, because the whole point was
to stop overclaiming and start deciding.

This is not a methodology, and it is not a tool you install. It is a
short set of habits: decide the load-bearing few on purpose, attach
a name, write it down, and put a line before the build. It will not
make a bad product good, or remove the need for judgment, or
prevent every incident. It makes incidents survivable, decisions
findable, and the business defensible. The names in this book are
not sacred; rename every one of them if you like. The habits are
the point, and the habits are cheap, which was always the
surprise: seriousness was never slow, it was just a sentence
written down at the right moment.
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And it is the answer to the question the whole series asks. AI
builds, you own. You have seen, now, exactly where the line falls.
The machine writes the code, faster than you ever could, and it will
keep getting better at it. What it cannot do is decide what the code
is for, carry the consequence of the choice, or remember why the
choice was made. That half was always yours. It is more yours
now than ever, because the machine made its half nearly free and
left yours standing alone as the thing that matters.

Look back at how it got built, and there is no single moment you
can point to as the founding. There was no grand decision that
made the product. There were a few hundred small ones, each
made on purpose, each written down, each a stone laid true, until
one day the small decisions had become a foundation and the
foundation had become a business. Even dust, the proverb says,
piled up, becomes a mountain. The mountain is not a different
thing from the dust. It is the dust, kept. Your architecture is not a
different thing from your decisions. It is your decisions, kept, and
the keeping was the authorship all along.

So when the build is done and it holds, when the new engineer
reads the reason in thirty seconds, when the auditor gets an
answer instead of a shrug, what they are looking at is not what the
machine generated. It is the small set of decisions the machine
could not make for you. You made them. You owned them. You
wrote them down.

That is the architecture you chose.
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Case Studies

These case studies are composite and illustrative. The teams and
products are based on real builds and on patterns seen across
many companies. Names, numbers, and details have been
altered, combined, or simplified to protect the teams involved and
to keep the lessons portable. Where numbers appear, they are
honest within rounding and worth what their context says they are
worth: not benchmarks for your team, but anchors for the shape of
the change. Read each one after the chapters it draws on.

Case A: the architecture nobody chose
The team. A small, fast startup. Strong engineers, an AI-first
workflow, a product scaffolded from a prompt in the first week and
shipped to early customers inside a month. By every visible
measure, a model of modern speed.
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Where they started. Nobody had run the Spine, because nobody
knew it was a thing to run. The data shape, the build-versus-buy
calls, the dependencies, the access model: all of it came from the
first generation and was never revisited. The build worked. The
demos were excellent. The team was proud, and rightly so, of how
fast they moved: a paragraph to a working product with paying
users in under a month, the kind of speed that wins a seed round,
and it did.

What came due. Three things, over about a year, in the order the
book predicts. First, a second enterprise customer needed multi-
currency billing, and the data shape could not represent it; the fix
was a live migration that consumed most of a quarter. Then a
payment provider had a multi-hour outage, and because no failure
behavior had been decided, the whole product went down with it
rather than degrading. Finally, a security review for a large
prospect asked who could access customer data, and the honest
answer was almost everyone, which lost the deal.

What it cost. None of these were exotic failures. Each was a
Spine decision that had been left to the default and came due at
the worst time. The team’s velocity, which had looked excellent,
quietly inverted: they now spent more time undoing accidental
decisions than shipping new ones.

The shape of the bill. Put rough numbers on it, not as a
benchmark but as a shape. The multi-currency migration took two
engineers most of a quarter, plus a coordinated release and a
fortnight of customer-visible risk while live data was rewritten into
the shape it should have had from the start. The payment outage
took the entire product down for the length of the provider’s
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outage, because no one had decided to degrade instead of fail, so
a third party’s bad afternoon became the team’s bad afternoon in
full. The lost enterprise deal was the largest line of all: a contract
that ended on a single question, who can access this data, that
nobody in the room could answer. None of it was ever booked as
“the cost of an unmade decision.” It arrived disguised as a
migration, an incident, and a lost sale, which is exactly why the
pattern survived so long. The cause never showed up under its
own name.

What it proves. The expensive rebuilds do not happen to careless
teams. They happen to fast teams who let speed make the
decisions. Speed was never the problem. The unmade,
unrecorded decisions were.

Case B: the quiet afternoon
The team. A scale-up that had been burned once, on a previous
product, in roughly the way Case A describes. On the next build
they did it differently, not slower, differently.

What they changed. Before the first commit, they ran the eight
decisions. They spent real seriousness on the three that were
expensive to unmake and waved the rest through in minutes. The
three that earned the seriousness were the ones Part III warns
about: the data shape, where they chose to capture history and
support multiple currencies from the start; the dependencies,
where each outside service got a decided failure behavior; and
access, narrow by default. Every load-bearing decision got a
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named owner and a one-page record committed beside the code.
They built a pause into their AI workflow, so generation stopped at
the load-bearing forks and waited for a human. And they drew a
readiness line before the build began.

What changed. For the first few weeks, they felt marginally slower
than Case A had been. By a few months in, they were faster,
because the machine was reading their recorded decisions
instead of re-deriving them and the team had stopped re-litigating
settled questions. New hires were productive in days because the
reasoning, not just the code, was written down.

The moment it paid. When an acquirer’s due diligence asked the
why-is-it-built-this-way questions, the team answered from their
records in an afternoon. The diligence read the team as in control
of its own system, which is exactly the read Case A could not
produce. The deal closed, and the records made that read easy to
demonstrate.

What one of their records looked like. The records were not
heavy documents. Here is one, the data-shape call, in the form
they kept beside the code:

Decision: store money as an amount plus an explicit
currency code, from day one. Chosen because: a second
enterprise customer in another currency is already in the
sales pipeline; adding currency after launch is a migration of
live data, not an edit. Rejected: single-currency, simpler
today, but a migration the moment we sign a non-domestic
customer. Owner: the founding engineer. Decided: before
the first commit.
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Five lines. It took about ninety seconds to write, and it answered
the same question every time the question returned, including the
afternoon a two-week-old hire read it in thirty seconds instead of
opening a thread to ask who had chosen the currency model, and
why.

What it proves. Deciding and recording compounds. The cost is a
small tax at the start; the return grows every month, and it shows
up not only in velocity but in the moments, audits, incidents,
acquisitions, where a business is judged on whether it controls
itself.

Case C: the outage that was designed
The team. A mid-sized product with a critical dependency on a
third-party service, the kind of dependency you cannot remove
and should not rebuild. They had learned the lesson the hard way
elsewhere: an earlier product had gone dark for hours when a
provider it leaned on did, and the post-mortem had concluded,
uselessly, that they should “add more monitoring.” This time they
decided the failure itself, not just the alerting around it.

What they did. They treated the dependency as two decisions,
not one. They chose the service, and they decided, explicitly and
in advance, what the product would do the hour it was down:
queue the affected work, show customers a clear and honest
message, and recover automatically when the service returned. A
named owner held the decision, and it was recorded.
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What happened. The service went down, for hours, on a busy
day. The team’s product did not. It degraded exactly as designed,
customers saw a calm message instead of a broken screen, the
queued work completed when the provider recovered, and the
incident review was short because the behavior was intended
rather than discovered.

The hour it failed. When the provider went dark, the product did
four things it had decided in advance and written down months
earlier. It queued the affected work instead of dropping it. It
showed customers a short, honest message instead of a broken
screen. It kept every unaffected feature running. And it drained the
queue on its own when the provider came back. The incident
review afterward ran about fifteen minutes, because there was
nothing to investigate: the behavior was the behavior they had
chosen, working as chosen. A different team, hit by the same
provider’s outage on the same day, spent two days inside their
own incident and a week afterward rebuilding customer trust,
because their failure behavior was whatever the default had quietly
selected for them. Same external event, same hour, two
completely different days, decided in advance by one short
decision the second team had never made.

What it proves. You cannot prevent your dependencies from
failing. You can decide, in advance, what their failure does to your
customers. An outage you designed is an inconvenience. An
outage you pre-agreed to by default is a crisis.
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Case D: the capability they should not have
owned
The team. A growing product whose team built everything in-
house, accelerated by an agent that made building anything feel
cheap.

What they built. They built their own authentication and user
identity: sign-up, login, password reset, sessions, roles. The agent
produced a working version in an afternoon. The build cost, the
number they weighed, was near zero, so the decision felt obvious
and was never really made. Nobody ran the three doors. Nobody
asked which ownership they were taking on.

What they actually owned. Over the following year the bill arrived
in pieces, none of which looked like “login.” A password-reset flow
that turned out to be an account-takeover path. A session bug that
surfaced only under load, eight months in. A compliance regime a
new enterprise customer required, which the home-built system
was never designed to satisfy. A security questionnaire that asked
how credentials were stored and forced an honest, uncomfortable
answer. Each was now theirs to fix, on a clock set by attackers,
auditors, and customers, never by their own roadmap.

What it cost. The team spent a large, recurring slice of its security
and engineering attention maintaining identity infrastructure that a
specialized provider would have run more safely for a predictable
fee, while the product customers actually chose them for waited
behind it. The bill that finally forced the issue was a near-miss: a
researcher reported the account-takeover path before an attacker
found it, and the team realized they had been one disclosure away
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from owning a breach of every customer account, for a capability
they never needed to build.

What they did. They ran the three doors, late, and made the call
they should have made before the first commit: integrate an
established identity provider, own a dependency and its failure
decision instead of the entire attack surface, and record the
decision with the trigger that had finally forced it, so no one would
quietly rebuild it.

What it proves. There is no option without ownership; build, buy,
and integrate each hand you a different thing to own. AI making
the build nearly free does not shrink what you own for the life of
the product. It just makes the most expensive ownership the
easiest one to wander into.

Case E: the unknown they refused to guess
The team. A product team about to build a feature that depended
on processing large uploads in real time, using an approach
nobody on the team had run at the scale they expected.

The unknown. Whether the approach would hold up at their
volume was a genuine unknown, and it sat underneath a decision
they could not avoid: commit to this architecture, or not. The two
tempting moves were the two bad ones. Guess it would be fine
and build on it. Or stall, and argue about it for a sprint without
touching it.
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What they did. They named the unknown as a decision waiting
on one question, and wrote the question with a number in it: at our
expected volume, does this approach stay under the latency our
customers will tolerate, yes or no? Then they boxed it. One
engineer, two days, a throwaway prototype that pushed the
expected volume through the approach.

What the look found. No. The approach fell over well below the
volume they needed, in a way no amount of tuning would have
fixed. The finding cost two days. Discovering it after committing
the real architecture would have cost a rebuild, in production,
under the load that exposed it.

What it proves. An unknown does not go away because nobody
names it. It goes unmanaged, and surfaces later as a crisis.
Naming it, boxing it, and ending in a recorded decision turned a
landmine into a two-day line item. The output of the look was not a
document. It was a decision: a different approach, chosen on
purpose, before a line of code depended on the wrong one.

Case F: the scale nobody sized
The team. A consumer product with a clever hook and a fast AI
build. The first version was live in weeks and handled its early
users without a complaint.

Where they started. Nobody had written down the scale the
product was built for, because nobody had decided it. The agent
had built every feature for the case in front of it, which was a
handful of users with a handful of records each. The choices that
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assumed the pile would stay small, counting things by loading all
of them, doing each job the instant it was asked, were invisible,
because at demo volume they were indistinguishable from the
choices that did not assume it. The product worked. It demoed
beautifully. The number it could survive was a side effect nobody
had named.

What came due. A feature got picked up and shared widely over
a single weekend, and the user count went up by a factor nobody
had planned for. The product did not scale gracefully; it fell over.
The pages that loaded every record to count them timed out first.
Then the jobs that ran the instant they were asked piled up faster
than they could finish, and some were silently dropped. The team
spent the spike not enjoying their moment but fighting fires, and
the fixes were not configuration changes. They were migrations of
how data was stored and read, run under the exact load that had
exposed them, while new users who had just arrived watched the
product struggle.

What it cost. The immediate cost was the moment itself, the best
growth opportunity the product had ever had, spent on an outage
instead of an onboarding. The deeper cost was the rebuild: weeks
of reworking the foundation under live load, the most expensive
time and place to do it. The irony the team named afterward was
that they had been proud of not over-engineering. They had heard
the advice about premature scaling and followed it, and the advice
was sound. What they had missed is that “do not build for scale
you do not have” was never the same instruction as “do not write
down the scale you are building for.” They had skipped the
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second, which costs ten minutes, while congratulating themselves
for skipping the first, which would have cost months.

What it proves. Scale is a number you either decide or inherit.
The team that writes “we are building for this volume, and here is
where today’s shape breaks” turns the scaling crisis into a line
they watch approaching. The team that writes nothing meets the
same crisis as a wall, at the worst possible moment, which is the
moment they finally succeeded.

Case G: the code nobody could change
The team. A capable group that went all in on building with AI,
and for a while looked like the future. They shipped features at a
pace their competitors could not match. Every demo landed.
Velocity, on the only chart anyone was watching, was
extraordinary.

Where they started. They let the machine write almost
everything, and they reviewed it the way busy people review code
that already works: quickly, for whether it ran, not for whether
anyone could change it later. No one had decided which parts of
the product the team needed to understand forever and which
were disposable. There was no such sort, so everything landed in
the same undifferentiated pile, written fast, read lightly, owned by
no one in particular.

What came due. The thing that came due was the second year.
The same logic had been generated and varied in a dozen places
rather than written once and shared, so a change to one behavior
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meant hunting it down across the codebase and missing a copy,
which surfaced later as a bug in a corner nobody remembered.
Features that should have taken days took weeks, because every
change started with an archaeology dig to understand code no
human had ever fully read. Velocity, the thing they had been
proudest of, quietly inverted. They were now slower than the
competitors they had been outrunning, on the same tools,
because the tools had been multiplying a foundation nobody had
kept legible.

What it cost. The sharpest cost arrived the day a senior engineer
left. He turned out to be the only person who understood the core
of the product, not because he had hoarded it, but because the
machine had written it and he was the one human who had ever
reviewed it closely. When he gave notice, the team discovered
they had not been employing him; they had been renting their own
comprehension from him, on a lease that ended in two weeks.
What followed was months of reverse-engineering their own
product, which is the most expensive form of building there is,
because you pay to learn what you already paid to make.

What they did. They ran the maintainability sort, late, on the
product they already had. They drew the line they should have
drawn at the start: the small core the team had to be able to
evolve forever, given a named human owner and made legible on
purpose, and the larger set of leaves that could be regenerated
wholesale if they ever needed to change. They could not undo the
first year cheaply. But they stopped adding to the pile, and the
bleeding slowed.
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What it proves. Correct is not the same as changeable. AI is
excellent at the first and indifferent to the second, so a team that
does not decide which code must stay understandable, and who
keeps it so, ends up with a working product nobody wants to touch
and a company that does not understand its own system. The
fastest build really is, often, the one that leaves the next team
unable to move.

Case H: the true cost of one unrecorded
decision
The team. This case is not a team. It is a single decision, traced
from the ten seconds it was made to the quarter it was paid for,
because the whole argument of this book is that the gap between
those two is enormous and almost never measured.

The decision. Early in a build, the product needed a way to
identify each user. The agent wired identity to the user’s email
address, which is the obvious, reasonable choice. In a chat thread
someone asked if that was fine, and someone else said email is
unique, keep it. Three messages. Nobody felt a decision happen.
Nobody wrote one down, because it did not feel like a decision; it
felt like clearing a small question off the board.

What it would have cost to record. Ten seconds and one line:
identity is keyed on email for launch, owner the founding engineer,
revisit if a customer ever needs to change addresses in bulk,
because email is being used as a permanent key and it is not
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permanent. That is the entire alternative. A sentence, written
where the next person and the next AI session would find it.

What it cost instead. Two years later, a large customer was
acquired and needed five hundred people moved to a new email
domain over one weekend. The email address, treated as a name,
turned out to be holding up the building: it was the key customer
records hung from, the field other systems joined on, the thing a
dozen features assumed could never change. Walk the bill. The
change itself, finding and migrating every record keyed to an
email, rewriting every system that joined on it, rebuilding the
features that assumed it was fixed, was a weekend of coordinated
work with a rollback plan and real downtime. That was the visible
line. Underneath it sat the others nobody booked: the days spent
first reconstructing what had even been decided, because there
was no record, only a system to reverse-engineer. The customer-
visible risk of rewriting live identity data while people depended on
it. The opportunity cost of the engineers who did this instead of
building the product. And the quiet trust cost, a flagship customer
watching the company struggle with what should have been a
routine request.

The shape of the bill. None of it was ever booked as “the cost of
an unrecorded decision.” It arrived disguised as a migration, an
incident, and a tense customer call, which is exactly why the
pattern survives. The cause never appears under its own name.
But line it up against the alternative and the arithmetic is brutal: a
sentence that would have cost ten seconds, skipped, became a
quarter-defining event two years later. The decision did not get
more expensive because it was wrong. Email as identity was a
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reasonable call. It got more expensive because it was made in the
cheapest room and written down nowhere, so the price was set
entirely by how late it was found.

What it proves. This is the cost-of-change curve from Chapter 3
with a single decision walked all the way down it. The most
expensive thing in the bill was never the wrongness. It was the
timing and the silence. Move the same decision earlier, into a
recorded sentence, and the entire later bill simply does not arrive.

Case I: the audit that was an afternoon
The team. A product that made automated decisions in a
regulated corner of finance, scoring applicants for a credit product.
Built fast, with an AI agent doing most of the typing, like everything
else in this book. What set it apart was not its speed. It was a
habit.

Where they started. From the first week, the team recorded its
load-bearing decisions, and a few of them were the kind regulators
care about. They decided, on purpose, to keep a human in the
loop on every adverse decision rather than let the model decline
an applicant on its own. They decided where customer data would
physically live, and why. They decided who could reach it. Each of
these went into a short record with an owner, a reason, the
rejected alternative, and, because the domain was regulated, a
note of the specific obligation the choice answered. None of this
was heavy. It was the same one-page record the rest of the book
describes, with one extra line pointing at the rule.

281



The Decisions AI Can't Make for You

What came due. Three things arrived in the same year, and they
all asked the same questions in different uniforms. A new
regulation covering automated decisions came into force, with
record-keeping and documentation obligations a provider had to
be able to produce on request. An enterprise customer’s security
review asked where data lived and who could touch it. And a
regulator’s audit asked why the system was allowed to decline a
person, and who had decided it could. A team without records
meets that year as a crisis, because each question is a quarter of
archaeology and the honest first answer to most of them is “we will
have to find out.”

What it cost. An afternoon, mostly. The questions had been
answered before the first commit, by named people, for recorded
reasons, and the records had been kept where the work was,
committed beside the code and carried through its history. The
human-in-the-loop decision answered the regulator. The data-
residency decision answered the security reviewer. The access
decision answered both. Because the records were tamper-
evident and could be exported into the auditor’s own systems, the
team did not have to be believed; the evidence could be checked
against the real system, which is a stronger thing than trust. The
competitor across town, building the same kind of product at the
same speed but recording nothing, spent that year the other way,
reconstructing intent from code under a regulator’s deadline, and
discovering that some of the people who had made the calls were
no longer there to explain them.

What it proves. The record a team keeps for its own clarity is,
with one extra line, the audit a regulated and acquirable business
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already wishes it had. Compliance was not a project bolted on at
the end. It was the byproduct of having decided on purpose and
written it down, which the team had been doing all along for
reasons that had nothing to do with the regulator. The discipline
paid the engineer, the auditor, the security reviewer, and the
regulator from the same short pages, and only the engineer had
been the intended reader.

What the nine have in common
Case A defaulted and paid late. Case B decided and
compounded. Case C decided one thing well and turned a crisis
into a non-event. Case D let the cheapest thing to build become
the most expensive thing to own. Case E refused to guess at what
it did not know, and spent two days where a guess would have
spent a rebuild. Case F never sized the scale it was building for
and met it as a wall. Case G shipped fast and lost the ability to
change what it had shipped. Case H is the single decision
underneath all of them, traced from the ten seconds nobody spent
to the quarter everybody paid. Case I is the same decision seen
from the far end, where a year of recorded calls turned an audit
into an afternoon. The difference across all of them was never
talent, and it was never speed. Case A and Case D had both. The
difference was whether the load-bearing decisions were made on
purpose, owned by a name, and written down before the code that
depended on them existed.
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The reward, in every case where it went well, was unglamorous: a
migration that never happened, an outage nobody noticed, a year
of engineering time spent on the product instead of the plumbing,
a due-diligence question answered in an afternoon, a new
engineer productive in a week. None of those moments make a
good story, which is the point. If they sound rare, you already know
why the discipline is worth it.

Which one is your build?
Read them as a mirror, not a gallery. Most teams see themselves
in Case A before they would like to, because Case A is what
speed without recorded decisions looks like from the inside: it
feels like success right up until the bill. If your build is fast and you
cannot point to where the load-bearing decisions are written, you
are Case A today, whether or not the bill has arrived yet. The move
is not to slow down. It is to run the decisions against what you
have already built, find the two or three that were left to the default,
and turn them into Case B one decision at a time. The rest are the
same lesson aimed at one decision each: decide the failure before
it happens (C), own only what you should (D), name what you do
not know instead of guessing it (E), write down the scale you are
building for (F), and decide which code has to stay
understandable, and who keeps it so (G). Case H is the reason all
of them matter: the gap between the ten seconds a decision costs
to record and the quarter it costs to recover is the whole argument.
None of these teams needed more talent than you already have.
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They needed the decisions made on purpose, owned, and written
down, which is the one thing this book has been about.
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Sources and Notes

This book makes two kinds of claim. The first is drawn from
published work and is named below, with its figure and date
confirmed. The second is drawn from patterns observed across
real builds, presented as composites, and should be read as
observations about the shape of a problem, not as benchmarks.

In the spirit of the book, every number here is owned and recorded
rather than asserted, and traced to its primary source rather than
to an article that cited it.

Named sources
The cost of changing a decision rises steeply the later it is
made. Barry W. Boehm, Software Engineering Economics
(Prentice Hall, 1981), drawing on project data from TRW and IBM;
the cost-of-change curve appears earlier in Boehm’s 1976 IEEE
work. A requirements mistake caught while requirements are still
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being written costs almost nothing to fix; the same mistake found
after the system has shipped can cost on the order of a hundred
times more on a large project. The multiplier is smaller on small
projects, closer to five to one than to the hundred to one of large
ones, and the precise figures have been debated for decades. The
book relies on the shape of the curve, which is not in dispute, and
uses the large-project figure with its caveat rather than as a
universal law.

AI behaves as an amplifier of a team’s existing strengths and
weaknesses. DORA, State of AI-Assisted Software Development
(2025), dora.dev/dora-report-2025. The report’s headline finding is
that AI’s primary role is as an amplifier: it magnifies the strengths
of high-performing organizations and the dysfunctions of
struggling ones, rather than acting as a fixed productivity multiplier.
The book uses this framing directly and attributes it to DORA.

Experienced developers were measurably slower with
early-2025 AI tools on familiar code. METR, Measuring the
Impact of Early-2025 AI on Experienced Open-Source Developer
Productivity (2025), arXiv:2507.09089. In a randomized controlled
trial, sixteen experienced open-source developers completed 246
tasks in mature repositories they knew well (about five years of
prior experience each). Allowing AI tools increased completion
time by about 19 percent, even though the same developers
forecast a 24 percent reduction beforehand and still estimated a
20 percent reduction afterward. Tools used included Cursor Pro
and Claude 3.5/3.7 Sonnet. The book cites the 19 percent figure
and the expectation gap.
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Most major outages involve a third party. Uptime Institute,
Annual Outage Analysis (2024 and 2025 editions). Across the nine
years Uptime has tracked publicly reported outages, third-party IT
and data-center service providers (cloud and internet giants,
telecommunications, colocation, and digital service providers)
have accounted for roughly two-thirds of them. The book uses
“roughly two-thirds, over nine years of tracking” and attributes it to
the Uptime Institute.

Late-found defects are where the money goes. RTI for the
National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), The
Economic Impacts of Inadequate Infrastructure for Software
Testing (Planning Report 02-3, 2002). The study estimated that
software defects cost the US economy about $59.5 billion a year,
roughly 0.6 percent of GDP, and that around $22 billion of that was
avoidable through earlier and more effective identification and
removal of defects, because more than half of all errors were not
found until late in development or after release. The book uses this
to make one point only: the cost of a problem is set largely by how
late it is found, which is the same logic as Boehm’s curve at the
scale of a whole economy. The figures are from 2002 and are
cited as foundational, not current.

The maintainability and quality signals in AI-assisted code.
GitClear, AI Copilot Code Quality research (2024 and 2025
editions), analyzing more than 200 million changed lines of code
from 2020 to 2024 across private repositories and large open-
source projects. Across the arrival of AI coding assistants, the
share of copy-pasted code rose from about 8 percent of changes
to over 12 percent and, for the first time in the data, exceeded
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“moved” (refactored) code; the share of refactored code fell from
about 24 percent to under 10 percent; and code churn (lines
reworked or reverted within two weeks) was projected to roughly
double against its pre-AI baseline. The book uses the refactoring
decline and the copy-paste rise as measured signals that AI adds
code faster than it cleans it up, and attributes them to GitClear.

Heavier AI adoption moved delivery the wrong way in 2024.
DORA, Accelerate State of DevOps Report 2024, dora.dev. The
report estimated that each 25 percent increase in AI adoption was
associated with about a 1.5 percent decrease in delivery
throughput and about a 7.2 percent decrease in delivery stability,
even as over 75 percent of practitioners used AI daily and about
39 percent reported little or no trust in AI-generated code. DORA
attributes the mechanism to larger, harder-to-review changes.
DORA’s 2025 report updates the throughput picture: in 2025 data,
higher AI adoption is associated with an increase in delivery
throughput, a reversal of the 2024 throughput result, while the
negative association with delivery stability persists. The instability
is the durable finding, and it is the part that decision discipline is
meant to address.

Most developer time already goes to existing code. Stripe, The
Developer Coefficient (2018), a survey of more than 1,000
developers and more than 1,000 C-level executives. Developers
reported spending roughly a third of their time dealing with bad
code, maintenance, and technical debt rather than building new
things, a drag the report framed as a large share of global
software output. The figure predates current AI tooling and is cited
as direction, not a current rate. The broader, older finding it sits on,
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that maintaining and changing software costs more over a
system’s life than building the first version, is long established in
software engineering, with the exact share varying widely by
system; the book uses it qualitatively.

Premature scaling as a common cause of failure. Startup
Genome, Premature Scaling report (2011), based on data from
about 3,200 high-growth software startups. The study found
premature scaling, growing one dimension of the business ahead
of the others, to be the most common reason startups
underperform: about 70 percent of the startups studied had scaled
some dimension too early, and the report attributed roughly 74
percent of high-growth failures to it. The data is from 2011 and
pre-AI; the book reads it as a durable pattern, not a current rate,
and uses it only to mark one of the two opposite scale mistakes.

A re-architecture that revised a load-bearing decision on
purpose. A widely discussed public engineering postmortem
(2023) in which a team found that an architecture built as many
small distributed pieces cost far more to run at real volume than
the same work consolidated into a single process, and cut its
running cost by roughly 90 percent by changing it. The book de-
identifies the example and is careful about its scope: the change
covered one workload, not a company, and the popular
“microservices are dead” reading is not the lesson. The lesson the
book draws is narrow: the cheaper-to-run shape depended on the
actual load, had to be decided against the fashionable default, and
was recorded and published, which is a load-bearing decision
being revised on purpose rather than an architecture failing. The
case most often cited in this shape is Amazon Prime Video’s 2023
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engineering write-up on consolidating its audio and video quality-
monitoring service, which reported the roughly 90 percent running-
cost reduction. The book keeps the example de-identified in the
prose and names it here so a reader can check the figure.

The regulatory direction of travel on records. Regulation (EU)
2024/1689, the EU Artificial Intelligence Act, entered into force on
1 August 2024, with obligations phasing in over the following years
and the requirements for high-risk systems applying later, in 2026
and 2027. Among its provisions are record-keeping and technical-
documentation obligations that a provider of a high-risk system
must be able to produce on request. The book cites it not as legal
advice (see the scope note in the front matter) but as evidence
that the recorded-decision habit it argues for is moving from good
practice toward a thing regulators expect a serious team to already
have. Specific dates and obligations should be checked against
the current text and your own counsel.

Lineage, referenced rather than quoted. Writing architecture
decisions down as short records is an established industry
practice, often called architecture decision records, a pattern
popularized by Michael Nygard’s 2011 write-up “Documenting
Architecture Decisions.” The idea that systems mirror the
organizations that build them is Conway’s, from his 1968
Datamation article. These are referenced as lineage; the book
does not quote them and does not depend on a specific edition.
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A claim considered and held back
The “bad-fix injection” pattern (that a meaningful share of bug fixes
introduce a new defect) is real, but the reported rate varies widely
by study, from around 7 percent to nearly 30 percent of fixes,
depending on the codebase and whether post-release fixes are
isolated. More to the point, it concerns fixing and testing, which
belong to the codebase and release layers (Books III and IV), not
the pre-commit architecture decisions this book covers. It is
recorded here as out of scope rather than used in the text, to keep
the book honest about its boundaries.

On the composites
Cases A through I in the case studies, and the smaller scenes
throughout (the currency migration, the two services that talked
directly, the customer-data export, the designed outage, the home-
built billing and authentication, the timeboxed look that disqualified
an approach, the acquisition that turned on the records, the
product that fell over the weekend it succeeded, the code only one
departing engineer understood, the email address that became a
weekend migration), are composites. They combine details from
multiple real builds and are altered to protect the teams involved.
They are illustrative of patterns the author has seen repeatedly,
not reports of single events. Where they carry numbers, the
numbers describe the shape of the change and are not offered as
benchmarks.
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On the product behind the practice
The pause, the record, the reuse of past decisions, and the
lifecycle described in Part IV are real, working mechanisms. They
are described generically on purpose: the book is about the
discipline, not any one tool, and the discipline can be run with
whatever a team already has. The contribution of this book is the
names and the ordering, not a piece of software.

On the epigraphs and sayings
The book carries one saying at the head of the Introduction, each
Part, and the closing chapter, and a few more woven into the
chapters. They are traced to their real sources here, because a
book about recorded provenance should record its own. Several of
these are widely misquoted or misattributed; where that is so, it is
noted.

Introduction. “A tower of nine stories rises from a heap of earth.”
Laozi, Tao Te Ching (Dao De Jing), chapter 64 (九層之臺，起於累
土). The chapter pairs it with “a journey of a thousand li begins
beneath one’s feet”; the tower line is used here because it is the
less-worn half.

Part I. “A dyke of a thousand zhang collapses through a hole
made by ants.” Han Feizi (韓非子), “Yu Lao” chapter (千丈之堤，
以螻蟻之穴潰). The familiar modern form, “a thousand-li dyke
collapses from an ant hole,” is a later paraphrase; the wording
here follows the original.
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Part II. “If you are in a hurry, go around.” The Japanese proverb
isogaba maware (急がば回れ), derived from a waka by the renga
master Sōchō (宗長, 1448 to 1532), who advised travelers to
Kyoto to take the long, safe Seta bridge rather than the fast boat
across storm-prone Lake Biwa. Often mis-cited to “Sōkan”; the
documented poet is Sōchō.

Part III. “Add little to little, and do this often, and soon it will
become great.” Hesiod, Works and Days, lines 361 to 362 (c. 700
BCE).

Part IV. “The shokunin has a social obligation to work his best for
the general welfare of the people.” Toshio Ōdate, Japanese
Woodworking Tools: Their Tradition, Spirit and Use (1984). The
maker’s name is frequently mis-spelled online; it is Toshio Ōdate.

Closing chapter. “Even dust, piled up, becomes a mountain.” The
Japanese proverb chiri mo tsumoreba yama to naru (塵も積もれば
山となる), fixed by the Edo period and recorded in the iroha-
karuta; its image traces to the Buddhist treatise Daichidoron (大智
度論).

Woven in the chapters. The parable of the wise and foolish
builders, the house on rock that stands and the house on sand
that falls when the storm beats against it, spoken by Jesus in the
Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 7:24 to 27; also Luke 6:46 to 49),
used in the Introduction for the foundation that holds or fails on the
day the storm arrives. The ishizue (礎), the single shaped
foundation stone a wooden pillar rests on in traditional Japanese
building, used as a figure for the first architectural decision
(Chapter 1). Confucius, Analects (論語), Book 13, 13.17: “crave
speed and you do not arrive” (欲速則不達), spoken to the disciple
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Zixia (子夏) on his appointment as a local governor; note the
speaker is Zixia, not Zilu, despite the book’s name (Chapter 3).
The Swahili proverb “haba na haba hujaza kibaba,” little by little
fills the measure (Chapter 6). Colossians 3:23, “whatever you do,
work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord and not for
human masters,” used for the standard of doing work to its proper
finish (Chapter 15). Festina lente, “make haste slowly,” the favorite
maxim of the emperor Augustus, reported by Suetonius (Divus
Augustus 25), a Latin calque of the Greek speude bradeos
(Chapter 16). Kintsugi (金継ぎ), the Japanese craft of mending
broken pottery with gold-dusted lacquer so the repair is honored
rather than hidden, used as the figure for superseding a decision
without erasing it (Chapter 17). The popular telling that links
kintsugi to the shogun Ashikaga Yoshimasa is a traditional legend;
the practice itself is well attested by the seventeenth century.

A note on a common error avoided: the line “drop by drop
becomes a sea,” sometimes printed in business books as a Saadi
quotation, is in this wording an anonymous Persian proverb, not a
verse of Saadi’s Golestan, and so does not appear here as his.
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Further Reading

These are starting points, not a syllabus. Each one sits behind an
idea this book leans on, and each is worth more than the sentence
it gets here.

Barry W. Boehm, Software Engineering Economics (Prentice
Hall, 1981). The source of the cost-of-change curve, that a
decision is cheap to change early and expensive to change late,
which is the whole reason the readiness gate moves the cost to
the cheapest moment.

DORA, State of AI-Assisted Software Development (2025).
The report behind the amplifier finding, that AI magnifies an
organization’s existing strengths and weaknesses rather than
adding a fixed amount of speed; read it for the data under Chapter
20’s compounding case.

METR, Measuring the Impact of Early-2025 AI on Experienced
Open-Source Developer Productivity (2025),
arXiv:2507.09089. The randomized trial behind the nineteen
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percent result; worth reading in full for what it does and does not
claim, since it is one careful study in one setting.

Michael Nygard, “Documenting Architecture
Decisions” (2011). The short write-up that popularized the
architecture decision record, the practice the book’s one-page
decision record is built on.

Melvin E. Conway, “How Do Committees Invent?”, Datamation
(April 1968). The origin of Conway’s law, that a system tends to
mirror the organization that builds it, which is why ownership and
who decides what shape the architecture as much as any
diagram.

Frederick P. Brooks Jr., The Mythical Man-Month: Essays on
Software Engineering (Addison-Wesley, 1975). The classic on
why software schedules and teams behave the way they do; the
Conway lineage and the real cost of coordination run straight
through it.

Geoffrey A. Moore, Dealing with Darwin (Portfolio, 2005). The
clearest statement of core versus context, build what customers
choose you for and buy the rest, which is the heuristic underneath
Chapter 9’s build, buy, or integrate.

Scott W. Ambler and Pramod J. Sadalage, Refactoring
Databases: Evolutionary Database Design (Addison-Wesley,
2006). The book on changing a data model after it already holds
live data; read it to feel exactly why Chapter 10’s data-shape
decision is the one that gets expensive only after launch.

GitClear, AI Copilot Code Quality research (2024 and 2025).
The measured signal behind Chapter 15: across the arrival of AI
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coding tools, copy-pasted code rising, refactoring falling, and
churn climbing. Read it for the evidence that the machine adds
code far faster than it cleans any up.

DORA, Accelerate State of DevOps Report 2024. The
companion to the 2025 amplifier finding, and the source for
Chapter 15 and Chapter 20’s caution that heavier AI adoption,
without the discipline of deciding and recording, tended to move
delivery throughput and stability the wrong way.

Stripe, The Developer Coefficient (2018). The survey behind the
maintenance-tax point in Chapters 9 and 15: developers spend a
large share of their time dealing with existing code rather than
building, a cost that predates AI and that the new tools, left to their
defaults, raise.

Startup Genome, Premature Scaling report (2011). The study
behind Chapter 14’s first scale mistake: growing one dimension of
a business ahead of the rest was the most common reason high-
growth startups underperformed, with roughly 74 percent of
failures attributed to it. A useful corrective to the instinct to over-
build for a scale you have not reached.

National Institute of Standards and Technology (RTI), The
Economic Impacts of Inadequate Infrastructure for Software
Testing (2002). The economy-scale version of the cost-of-change
curve, and the source for Chapter 3’s point that the bill for a defect
is set largely by how late it is found.
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Glossary

Short definitions for the terms this book uses in a specific sense
across more than one chapter. If a word feels unfamiliar in a
chapter, this list is short enough to scan in two minutes.

Confident default. What an AI agent supplies when you leave a
decision unmade: a complete, plausible, working set of choices
that nobody actually made. It looks exactly as finished as a real
decision, which is why it is dangerous.

Decided architecture. An architecture whose load-bearing
choices were made on purpose, owned by a name, and written
down. The opposite of a default architecture.

Default architecture. Whatever the first generation or scaffold
produced, running as the architecture because no one chose
otherwise.

Unmade decision. A choice nobody made: no owner, no reason,
no recorded alternative. Changeable only by archaeology, and
usually discovered in production. Distinct from a wrong decision,
which is owned and therefore changeable on purpose.
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Unrecorded decision. A choice that was made, perhaps well, but
written down nowhere. The book’s central villain, because it does
not stay decided: the next person, or the next AI session, cannot
find it and re-decides.

A conversation is not a decision. The principle that talk,
including a chat with a model, is not a decision until its conclusion
is lifted out and recorded on purpose. A decision in a chat thread
is hidden, with a timestamp.

The Decision Spine. The book’s signature framework: the eight
decisions every build resolves before the first commit, each made
real by three words, owned, recorded, and made before the first
commit.

The first commit. The dividing line in time. Before it, a load-
bearing decision costs a conversation. After it, the same decision
costs a migration.

The Maintainability Sort. The pre-commit decision that splits a
build into core and leaf and attaches a name to the core: which
code must stay understandable for the life of the product, who
owns understanding it, and what review you are signing up for by
owning what the machine generates. Made before the first commit,
while it is a one-line decision instead of a forensic project.

The maintainability tax. The share of a team’s effort that goes
into changing and understanding code over its life rather than
building anything new. It is a real cost on every codebase. The
question is not whether you pay it but whether you decided its size
on purpose, because the defaults raise it quietly.
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Owner / named owner / named decision owner. Responsibility
attached to one specific person, never a team and never
“everyone.” The system owner stewards a part over time; the
decision owner is whose call a specific decision was.

Weight rule. The rule that scales how seriously to treat a decision
to how expensive it is to unmake. Cheap-to-reverse decisions stay
light; expensive-to-reverse, broad-reach decisions get real
seriousness.

The pause. The point where the build stops and waits for a
human to decide a load-bearing fork. The machine may propose
options and a recommendation; it does not decide.

Premature scaling. Growing one dimension of a product ahead
of the rest: building for load, users, or complexity you have not
reached and may never reach. It feels like prudence and behaves
like spending runway on a problem you do not have yet. The fix is
not to fear scale but to decide a number and build for it. (The
Startup Genome project found premature scaling the most
common reason high-growth startups underperform, and
attributed roughly 74 percent of failures to it.)

Compare, do not decide. The division of labor with AI at a fork:
the machine lays out the options and trade-offs; the human makes
the call, because only the human carries the consequence.

The decision record. The short, written, committed artifact of a
resolved decision: what was chosen, what was rejected and why,
who decided, and when. Kept with the code so it travels through
history.
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Spike / the timeboxed look. A small, time-limited investigation
whose only job is to turn one genuine unknown into a decision.
Not open-ended research; it ends in a recorded call.

Resolve, do not guess. The rule that a genuine unknown is
named and settled deliberately, or escalated to a human, rather
than papered over with a confident guess.

The readiness gate. The single explicit line that authorizes the
build to start, confirming the load-bearing decisions are made,
owned, and recorded. Without it, “decide as we go” wins by
default.

Think before you type. The book’s spine line. The deciding, not
the typing, is the scarce and un-delegable half of building
software. The machine does the typing, so do the thinking first, on
purpose, and write it where the code cannot lose it.

Code is written thought. The idea that code is a record of the
decisions that went into it. Decide on purpose and the code carries
your thinking; skip the thinking and it carries the machine’s
defaults, indistinguishable on the surface from thought you
actually had.

Code churn. Code reworked or reverted soon after it was written,
before it had time to earn its place. Some churn is healthy. A spike
in it is a signal that lines are being added faster than anyone is
deciding they belong, which is exactly the pattern measured tools
tend to produce when left to their defaults. (GitClear projected
churn, lines reworked or reverted within two weeks, would roughly
double against its pre-AI baseline.)
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Core and leaf. The two piles every part of a build sorts into. Core
is what the team must be able to understand and change for the
life of the product. A leaf is what could be thrown away and
regenerated if it ever needs to change. Most teams have far less
true core than they assume. The point of naming the split is to
keep the core legible on purpose and let the machine run free on
the rest.

A floor, not a ceiling. How to read the eight: they are the load-
bearing decisions that recur on almost every build, not a closed
list. A product may carry a specific ninth (a marketplace’s three-
party money movement, a health product’s data residency). Add it,
and hold it to the same three words.

The reversibility test. The question that decides whether a
choice is safe: not whether it is right, but whether, if it is wrong,
you will see it coming and be able to change it on purpose. Owned
and recorded decisions pass at any size; unmade ones fail at
every size.

The read-it-later test. A question for any piece of core code:
would a competent teammate who did not build it be able to open
it in a year and change it safely? If the honest answer is no, that is
a decision to make now, while it is one line, not a surprise to find
later, when it is a forensic project.

The recorded shortcut. A corner cut on purpose: the cheap
option chosen deliberately, with the reason and the condition that
will end it written down. A loan with repayment terms, not a debt in
the dark. The opposite of the forgotten shortcut, which is the same
cheap option with no owner and no expiry.
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Blast radius. How much of the product stops working when one
dependency is down. Not the same as how important the service
feels: a trivial feature wired without a failure decision can take
down everything. Decide failure behavior in order of blast radius,
not importance.

The Scale Line. The decided number a product is built for, plus
the number where its shape breaks. Two figures written down
before the first commit: the volume and busy-hour rate this is
designed to survive, and the scale at which today’s shape stops
working. You will be wrong about the exact figure, and that is fine,
because a decided number you got wrong is a known assumption
you can see coming. “10,000 customers” is a decision with an
owner and a check. “Whatever the demo needed” is a default with
neither.

Start tight, loosen on request. The rule for access and
environment parity: begin at the strict end and relax deliberately.
Opening a door you decided to keep closed is a one-line change;
closing one people have walked through for years is a retrofit
nobody does until an incident forces it.

Kept honest. Letting a decision expire when the ground under it
changes, recording the new decision as superseding the old one
rather than deleting it, so the history of the change of mind
survives too.

Protocol, not a product. The pause and the record are ways of
working, not software you must buy. A standing agreement about
which choices stop the build for a human, run with whatever tools
a team already has.
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The decision that gets expensive only after launch. The data
and load shape. It looks correct in every demo and behaves
perfectly until real customers and real data arrive, by which point
changing it means migrating live data, not editing code. The one
place “keep it flexible, evolve later” reliably fails.

AI as amplifier. The finding that AI is not a fixed boost but a
multiplier of the discipline a team already has. Hand the same tool
to a team whose decisions are made and recorded and to one
running on defaults, and it widens the gap between them rather
than closing it. (DORA’s framing across its 2024 and 2025
research.)

The category gate. The closed list of decision kinds that stop the
build for a human (a materially different approach, a shared
abstraction many files will lean on, a spec contradiction, and a few
more). Everything outside the list, the machine is trusted to decide.
The list, not the machine’s confidence, is the line between the
decisions AI can make and the ones it cannot. Interrupt for the
architecture, never for the syntax.

A decision answered once. The property that makes recording
pay for itself: a resolved decision is indexed by the shape of the
question it settled, so the next time the same kind of fork appears,
the recorded answer is reused instead of re-surfaced. You pay the
full cost of a decision one time; everything downstream of it then
moves at full speed. This is why a pause does not become
nagging.

Fails closed / earned green. The way a readiness check treats
what it could not measure: as not ready, never as fine. A run with
zero failing checks can still be “not ready” because some checks
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were blocked and never ran. Green is earned by measurement,
not granted by the absence of red. “Not measured,” “not yet
checked,” and “stale” are honest states, not silent passes.

Strength classes. The honesty stamp on each check behind a
readiness verdict: machine-proven (a deterministic result, the
same every time), model-judged (an opinion that something looks
handled, useful but fallible), or blocked (could not be measured,
with the reason recorded). A proven pass and a judged pass are
never added into one number, because a reader needs to know
how solid each green actually is.

The per-change receipt and the AI bill-of-materials. The record
made portable and tamper-evident: a small, replayable record of
what each change decided and how it was verified, hash-linked so
it cannot be back-dated, and a product-level list of what the
machine produced and what vouched for each piece. It turns “we
decided this on purpose” into something a security reviewer, an
auditor, and an acquirer can check rather than take on trust.

Provenance you cannot back-date. The reason a recorded
decision is stronger than a claim: an outside party can re-fetch the
exact code at the stated point and confirm the record matches the
real thing, so the evidence is verified, not trusted. A record that
cannot be quietly rewritten after the fact is worth more to a buyer
and an auditor than one that can.

AI builds, you own. The series thesis. The machine writes the
code; the human owns the decisions it cannot make, carries their
consequences, and keeps their record.
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About the Author

Haider Lasani has spent more than sixteen years watching the
same failure from every seat in the room. He has written the code,
designed the architecture, run the refinements as a scrum master,
and owned the backlog as a product owner. From each of those
seats he saw the same thing: an unclear requirement quietly
become a confident ticket, then confident code, then a production
incident, long before AI made the trip faster.

And now it has. He builds production software with AI coding
agents every week, the kind that turn a paragraph into a working
product before the coffee is cold, and the failure he spent those
years watching has not gone away. It has only grown faster,
quieter, and easier to mistake for progress. He wrote this book
from inside that shift rather than from the outside looking in. The
decisions in it are the ones he has watched the machine make by
default, on real builds, and learned to take back before they set.

His work fixes the cause, not the symptom. The belief is simple:
software should be intelligent, documented, and alive, built with
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the next team already in mind, not patched until it breaks or
impressive in a demo and unusable in production. The decision-
first habits this book describes are how he works, so that people,
the record, and AI reinforce each other instead of the whole
company depending on one person’s good day.

He wrote this for founders, CTOs, and product teams who already
know what good software looks like.

He reads more than he writes. He writes more than he speaks.

This is the second of five books in the series AI Builds, You Own.
The first is about the backlog, the layer above this one. The three
that follow cover the codebase the team has to live with after the
code outlives its author, the release that protects what shipped,
and production once the build is alive. Each layer is a habit. Each
book is one layer. This one is the architecture: the decisions made
before the first commit, the ones the machine cannot make for
you.
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