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Opening
We have built an age that can know.

The question now is whether we can build an age that can do.

Never before have institutions had access to so much information. Governments can 
observe economies in near real time. Researchers can analyze datasets that would have 
been inconceivable a generation ago. Civil-society organizations can communicate across 
borders almost instantly. Philanthropies can track interventions across continents. 
Artificial intelligence can search, classify, translate, summarize, model, and generate 
information at extraordinary speed.

And yet many of our hardest problems do not appear to be getting easier.

Institutions can identify a threat and still fail to respond. They can possess excellent 
evidence and still make the wrong decision. They can agree on an objective and still fail to 
act together. They can launch ambitious programs and still fail to deliver. They can 
experience the same failure repeatedly and still fail to learn from it.

That contradiction is the starting point for The Capability Century.

For much of the information age, we operated under a powerful assumption: if we could 
produce more knowledge, connect more people, and make better evidence available, 
better decisions and better outcomes would follow. That assumption was not foolish. 
Better evidence can improve understanding. Better understanding can improve judgment. 
Better judgment can improve outcomes.

But none of those transitions is automatic.

Information must be noticed. It must be interpreted. It must compete with incentives, 
routines, political pressures, legal constraints, organizational interests, and unequal 
distributions of power. It must become a decision. The decision must become a 
commitment. Independent actors must coordinate around it. Resources must be 
mobilized. Implementation must survive contact with reality. Results must be measured 
honestly. Failure must generate adaptation rather than concealment.

Information does none of this by itself.

People do these things through institutions.

The central argument of this book is that the defining infrastructure challenge of the 
twenty-first century is not information scarcity alone. It is the widening distance between 
what societies can know and what their institutions can legitimately accomplish.

I call that distance the capability gap.
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Institutional capability is the demonstrated ability of an institution, or an institutional 
ecosystem, to perceive relevant conditions, exercise sound judgment, coordinate actors, 
deliver intended outcomes, adapt through learning, and operate with legitimate authority 
and methods.

There are six capabilities in the framework: perceive, judge, coordinate, deliver, adapt, 
and legitimate. Five form an operating loop. Legitimacy surrounds the loop because 
capability is not inherently good. Institutions can become extraordinarily effective at 
surveillance, manipulation, exclusion, repression, corruption, or concentrated control. 
The goal is not maximum institutional power. It is legitimate capability.

The chapters that follow ask a sequence of questions. Why does knowledge fail to become 
action? Why do institutions designed for one kind of environment fail in another? What 
architecture allows capability to become durable rather than dependent on heroic 
individuals? How can independent actors coordinate without surrendering autonomy? 
How do institutions actually learn? What prevents capability from becoming dangerous? 
And what would it take to build institutional capability into a real discipline rather than 
another consulting vocabulary?

This audio edition is designed to make that architecture easier to absorb. It preserves the 
argument, the core examples, and the most important distinctions, but it is written to be 
heard rather than read. Tables become explanations. Citations disappear from the spoken 
text. Repetition that works on the page is compressed. The aim is not to replace the full 
manuscript. It is to help the whole system become memorable.

The thesis can be stated in one sentence.

Knowledge creates possibility. Capability creates outcomes.

And the century ahead will be shaped by whether our institutions can turn what they 
know into legitimate, coordinated, adaptive action.
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Chapter One — The Capability Gap
The capability gap begins with a simple observation: access to information is not the same 
as the ability to act on it.

A modern institution can possess enormous analytical resources and still remain 
institutionally weak. It may have data without perception, expertise without judgment, 
partners without coordination, money without delivery, experience without learning, or 
authority without legitimacy.

This is why two institutions can possess comparable information and produce radically 
different outcomes. One may have clear authority, competent personnel, trusted 
leadership, effective routines, and the ability to mobilize partners. Another may be 
fragmented, politically constrained, internally distrustful, operationally weak, or unable 
to sustain action beyond one leadership cycle. The difference is not simply what they 
know. It is what they are capable of doing with what they know.

Policy debates often begin by diagnosing a knowledge deficit. Decision-makers need better 
data. The public needs better information. Organizations need better analytical tools. 
Officials need more expertise. Sometimes that is exactly right. Institutions cannot respond 
intelligently to conditions they cannot observe.

But many consequential failures persist after problems are well documented and 
plausible solutions are known. The World Bank’s governance research has repeatedly 
shown why technically sound policies can fail inside political and institutional 
environments shaped by conflicting interests, unequal power, weak commitment, 
exclusion, capture, and failures of coordination. A policy can be technically correct and 
institutionally impossible.

This changes the question. A sophisticated institution asks not only, is the idea correct? It 
asks, is the system capable of acting on it?

The capability gap has widened partly because institutions are being asked to operate in 
environments structurally different from those in which many of them were designed. 
Traditional institutions often rely on defined jurisdictions, formal hierarchies, stable 
procedures, periodic planning cycles, and relatively predictable chains of authority. Many 
contemporary problems do not behave that way. They cross borders and sectors. They 
move through networks. They evolve rapidly. They are shaped simultaneously by 
technology, economics, culture, law, identity, security, and public perception. They 
produce second- and third-order effects. And they often involve actors that no single 
institution controls.
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Climate adaptation, pandemic preparedness, information integrity, artificial-intelligence 
governance, democratic resilience, migration, transnational corruption, and humanitarian 
response all display this pattern.

The resulting problem is not just complexity. It is a mismatch between environmental 
demands and institutional design.

An operating environment may require distributed sensing, rapid learning, cross-sector 
coordination, iterative implementation, and flexible resource allocation. The institution 
may still depend on rigid budgets, fragmented data, narrow mandates, slow procurement, 
political permission, and annual planning.

That mismatch produces different kinds of institutional weakness.

Perception fails when the institution cannot distinguish signal from noise, recognize 
meaningful change, or incorporate knowledge held outside formal reporting channels.

Judgment fails when analysis does not become a defensible choice. Institutions can 
produce excellent research and still avoid decisions.

Coordination fails when the actors required to produce the outcome remain governed by 
incompatible incentives, rules, information systems, or authorities.

Delivery fails when strategy is not translated into ownership, resources, sequencing, 
controls, operational management, and verified outcomes.

Adaptation fails when institutions experience consequences without changing behavior.

And legitimacy fails when capability is exercised through authority or methods that 
cannot be justified.

The gap is uneven. It would be inaccurate to describe our era as one of universal 
institutional decline. Some governments have built excellent digital services. Some local 
institutions retain higher trust than national political institutions. Some civil-society 
networks coordinate globally with remarkable speed. Some organizations adapt faster and 
execute better than institutions many times their size.

The more defensible diagnosis is uneven capability under rising complexity.

That matters because institutional weakness is rarely isolated. It compounds.

Poor perception produces flawed diagnosis. Flawed diagnosis produces weak judgment. 
Weak judgment produces fragmented coordination. Fragmented coordination produces 
inconsistent delivery. Weak delivery erodes trust. Reduced trust weakens future 
cooperation and information flow. Leaders then compensate by commissioning more 
research, adding reporting, centralizing authority, creating new procedures, or buying 
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technology. Sometimes those interventions help. Sometimes they increase activity without 
increasing capability.

Reports multiply. Meetings multiply. Dashboards multiply. Strategies multiply. But the 
system’s ability to produce legitimate public value remains unchanged.

This is why the capability gap is not simply an efficiency problem. It is an infrastructure 
problem.

It also changes the unit of analysis. Many of the outcomes that matter most are produced 
not by one institution but by an institutional ecosystem. Election integrity involves 
election officials, legislatures, courts, parties, media, platforms, researchers, civil society, 
law enforcement, community leaders, and voters. Public-health preparedness involves 
ministries, local agencies, hospitals, laboratories, companies, universities, international 
organizations, journalists, and the public. Information integrity involves platforms, 
publishers, advertisers, governments, researchers, educators, civic networks, and 
commercial actors whose incentives are not naturally aligned.

No individual organization possesses complete authority. No one sees the entire 
environment. No participant can produce the desired outcome alone.

So the capability question becomes larger than organizational performance. It becomes: 
can the ecosystem perceive, judge, coordinate, deliver, adapt, and remain legitimate 
across institutional boundaries?

The information age did not fail. It succeeded so extensively that it revealed the next 
constraint.

The future will not belong simply to the societies that know the most. It will belong to 
those whose institutions can most legitimately and effectively act on what they know.
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Chapter Two — Why Knowledge Does Not Implement Itself
Every era develops a theory of progress.

The agricultural age associated prosperity with land. The industrial age associated it with 
production. The information age increasingly associated progress with knowledge.

The belief shaped governments, universities, corporations, philanthropies, and technology 
companies. If better information could be collected, if more people could be connected, if 
expertise could become more accessible, then better decisions would naturally emerge.

The information revolution transformed humanity’s ability to observe reality. It did not 
automatically transform humanity’s ability to act upon it.

Knowledge has no agency. Data does not vote. Evidence does not allocate resources. 
Research does not build coalitions. Artificial intelligence does not possess democratic 
legitimacy.

People act. And people act through institutions.

The missing transformation between knowledge and action is therefore institutional.

Evidence becomes understanding. Understanding becomes judgment. Judgment becomes 
coordination. Coordination becomes implementation. Implementation generates 
consequences. Consequences must become learning. Learning must become institutional 
capability. Failure at any stage weakens everything downstream.

This is why good ideas fail.

History contains relatively few shortages of plausible ideas for reducing corruption, 
improving public health, strengthening education, improving disaster preparedness, 
modernizing public administration, protecting elections, or reducing violence. The 
difficult question is whether institutions possess the authority, incentives, resources, 
relationships, operating systems, and legitimacy required to convert the idea into 
sustained action.

Implementation is often described as the final administrative phase of policymaking. In 
reality, implementation is the point at which an institution reveals what it is actually 
capable of doing.

Many organizations can produce thoughtful reports. Fewer can translate reports into 
operating change. Many can develop sophisticated strategies. Fewer can sustain execution 
beyond leadership turnover. Many recognize emerging risks. Fewer build the coalitions 
necessary to respond.

Knowledge reaches its limit. Institutions begin.
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Institutions also think differently from individuals. They distribute authority. They 
remember through routines, records, technology, and culture. They forget through 
turnover, incentives, and neglect. They preserve path dependence. They may contain 
thousands of intelligent people and still make poor collective decisions.

This is why intelligence should not be confused with institutional capability.

The digital age dramatically increased communication, but coordination did not increase 
proportionally. Communication tells people what others know. Coordination determines 
what each actor will do because of it.

Meetings, dashboards, email, shared workspaces, and briefings can create the appearance 
of coordination without aligning authority, incentives, commitments, timing, resources, or 
accountability.

Learning presents the same problem. Institutions do not automatically become wiser 
because they accumulate experience. Learning requires systems that measure outcomes 
honestly, preserve dissent, revisit assumptions, change resource allocation, transfer 
knowledge, and verify whether behavior improved.

Artificial intelligence makes this chapter more—not less—important.

AI can increase the speed and scale of forecasting, classification, translation, pattern 
recognition, simulation, research, and decision support. But technology does not 
determine legitimate public priorities. It does not resolve constitutional trade-offs. It does 
not create public trust. It does not compel independent institutions to coordinate. And it 
does not make an organization capable simply because the organization uses 
sophisticated tools.

A recent public-sector example makes this clear. Governments around the world are 
experimenting with AI, but adoption and institutional capability are not the same thing. 
The hard work includes procurement, data governance, risk assessment, audit, workforce 
competence, monitoring, legal authority, security, appeals, and the ability to measure 
whether the system produces better public outcomes. Buying or deploying AI is the 
beginning of the institutional problem, not its solution.

This is the information fallacy: assuming that because the bottleneck once involved access 
to knowledge, increasing knowledge will continue to be the highest-leverage intervention 
after information becomes abundant.

The Capability Century asks a different question.

How do institutions become more capable of transforming knowledge into legitimate 
collective action?
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That question sits between disciplines. Political science studies governance. Management 
studies organizations. Economics studies incentives. Computer science studies 
computation. Behavioral science studies individual choice. Systems science studies 
complexity. Law studies authority and rights. Each contributes part of the answer.

The argument here is that the conversion process itself deserves to become an object of 
inquiry.

The future will still require better information. It will still require research, science, 
technology, and expertise. But the decisive constraint increasingly appears after 
discovery.

Knowledge does not implement itself.

Institutions do.
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Chapter Three — Institutions as the Operating Systems of Society
Societies do not act through information. They act through institutions.

A disease may be identified by scientists, but laboratories do not vaccinate a population on 
their own. A financial vulnerability may be visible in market data, but data does not 
compel regulators, banks, legislators, and investors to change course. A constitutional 
threat may be recognized by legal scholars, but scholarship does not automatically 
produce lawful resistance, institutional coordination, or public consent.

Between knowledge and action stands an institutional system.

That system determines who has authority, who receives information, whose judgment 
matters, which risks are recognized, what behavior is rewarded, how conflicts are 
resolved, whether decisions are implemented, whether errors can be admitted, and 
whether the exercise of capability remains legitimate.

Most infrastructure is visible. Roads connect places. Ports move goods. Electrical grids 
distribute power. Digital networks transmit information. Institutional infrastructure is 
harder to observe because it exists in rules, expectations, relationships, routines, 
mandates, professional norms, decision rights, and shared understandings.

Yet it performs an equally fundamental function. It organizes behavior.

This distinction matters because organizations and institutions are not the same thing. A 
ministry is an organization. The authority under which it operates, the budget rules 
constraining it, the professional norms guiding officials, the political expectations 
surrounding decisions, and the informal practices determining what actually happens are 
institutions.

A court is an organization. Judicial independence, standards of evidence, precedent, 
professional ethics, compliance with judgments, and public acceptance of lawful authority 
are institutional arrangements.

A university is an organization. Academic freedom, peer review, disciplinary standards, 
tenure, and research norms are institutional structures.

Organizations are visible actors. Institutions are the architecture that makes their 
behavior more or less predictable.

That is why organizational reform so often disappoints. A new leader is appointed. A new 
strategy is announced. A new platform is purchased. A new office is created. But the 
incentives, power relationships, informal rules, and constraints governing behavior 
remain unchanged. The organization appears different while the institution continues 
operating as before.
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Institutional capability becomes real when performance stops depending primarily on 
heroic individuals and becomes reproducible through structures.

A talented founder, minister, civil servant, organizer, engineer, or executive may 
compensate for a weak system through energy, judgment, relationships, and personal 
authority. For a time, the organization looks capable. But capability that lives mainly 
inside particular people is fragile. It disappears when they leave, fails when scale 
increases, and can conceal the weakness it is compensating for.

Institutional capability begins when knowledge is preserved, authority is assigned, 
evidence can travel, dissent reaches decision-makers, partners know their roles, resources 
arrive when needed, implementation is monitored, failure produces correction, and 
safeguards remain operative under pressure.

The eradication of smallpox demonstrates the difference between scientific possibility and 
institutional capability. The principle of vaccination had been known for generations. 
What eventually ended smallpox was an institutional ecosystem capable of turning that 
knowledge into a global operating system: political commitment, vaccine production, local 
health workers, surveillance, case reporting, field investigation, logistics, containment, 
adaptation, and community cooperation.

The vaccine created possibility. The institution created eradication.

The Space Shuttle Challenger demonstrates the inverse. NASA and its contractors 
contained extraordinary scientific and engineering expertise. Relevant concerns existed. 
But the institutional system did not convert those concerns into a safe decision. The 
physical failure occurred in an O-ring. The institutional failure occurred in how evidence 
was interpreted, elevated, challenged, and acted upon.

This distinction changes the remedy. A technical response redesigns hardware. An 
institutional response redesigns communication, authority, safety oversight, incentives, 
escalation, and the conditions under which dissent can stop action.

Capability is also relational. A public-health agency depends on hospitals, laboratories, 
local authorities, elected leaders, logistics firms, media, and communities. An election 
authority depends on legislatures, courts, vendors, cybersecurity institutions, parties, civil 
society, journalists, and voters. A foundation may possess capital but depend on grantees, 
researchers, public institutions, communities, technical experts, and other funders to 
create durable outcomes.

Capability therefore lives not only inside institutions but between them: in shared 
protocols, compatible systems, trusted relationships, clear boundaries, mutual 
expectations, conflict mechanisms, and ways of transferring information and authority.
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Technology belongs inside this institutional analysis. Digital systems do not merely 
automate existing work. They encode institutional choices. A database determines what 
categories the institution can see. An algorithm determines which signals are prioritized. 
An identity system determines who can be recognized. An interoperability platform 
determines who can exchange information and under what rules.

Estonia’s digital-government transformation illustrates this well. The technological layer 
mattered because it was embedded in legal frameworks, digital identity, secure data 
exchange, public-sector coordination, and rules governing how information could be used. 
The platform was part of an institutional model.

A new technology inserted into an unchanged institution often digitizes existing weakness. 
It accelerates the same approvals, reproduces the same exclusions, automates the same 
assumptions, concentrates the same authority, and measures the same outputs.

Technology becomes transformative when the institution changes with it.

And institutions are never neutral. They distribute power. They decide whose knowledge 
is credible, whose participation counts, whose harm is visible, who can challenge a 
decision, and who receives remedy.

The best institutional operating system is not the one that produces action at any cost. It is 
the one that makes legitimate action possible, repeatable, corrigible, and trustworthy.

The reform question is therefore not simply, what organization should we build?

It is: what must the system become capable of doing reliably and legitimately?

From that answer, institutional design can proceed backward.

Authority can be assigned. Information pathways can be built. Safeguards can be 
embedded. Resources can be aligned. Technology can be selected. Oversight can be made 
real.

The objective is not institutional novelty.

It is institutional performance worthy of trust.
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Chapter Four — The Complexity Mismatch
Institutions can be competent and still fail.

They can employ intelligent people, follow established procedures, comply with governing 
rules, and execute their assigned responsibilities with discipline—and still remain unable 
to solve the problem before them.

The failure may occur because the problem has changed shape.

An institution designed to govern a bounded domain confronts a problem that crosses 
jurisdictions. A system organized around stable procedures faces an environment that 
changes while decisions are being made. A hierarchy designed to concentrate authority 
confronts information distributed across communities, sectors, platforms, and countries. A 
planning process built on prediction confronts actors who observe the plan and change 
their behavior in response.

This is the complexity mismatch: the gap between the variety, interdependence, speed, 
uncertainty, and contestation present in an institution’s operating environment and the 
capabilities available to understand and govern it.

The institution does not necessarily lack capability. It may possess the wrong 
configuration of capability for the problem it faces.

Complexity should not be confused with difficulty. A jet engine is extraordinarily 
complicated, but many of its causal relationships can be decomposed, tested, and modeled. 
A complex system behaves differently. Its components interact. Those interactions alter 
the behavior of the components themselves. Effects may be delayed or distant. Small 
interventions may create large consequences. Large interventions may create little. Actors 
learn, resist, imitate, anticipate, and adapt.

Some problems are also wicked: they are not simply technically difficult but politically and 
normatively contested. The way the problem is defined influences which solution appears 
reasonable.

Information integrity is one example. One institution may define the problem as false 
claims. Another may see declining trust. Another may focus on platform incentives. 
Another on foreign interference. Another on domestic manipulation. Another on 
censorship, institutional overreach, or unequal public voice.

Each diagnosis directs attention toward different evidence, actors, rights, interventions, 
and definitions of success.

Evidence can clarify likely consequences. It cannot decide every legitimate trade-off.
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Institutions simplify in order to act. They create jurisdictions, categories, budgets, 
eligibility rules, performance measures, legal definitions, and reporting lines. These 
simplifications are necessary. They are also incomplete.

The institution acts on a representation of reality, not reality in full.

The mismatch begins when the representation is mistaken for the system itself.

A program succeeds against its metric while the underlying condition worsens. A 
regulation fixes the visible market while behavior migrates elsewhere. A security control 
closes one vulnerability while creating incentives for a new kind of evasion. A 
communications campaign increases reach while reducing trust among the audience 
whose cooperation matters most.

The cybernetic idea of requisite variety offers one way to understand this. An institution 
cannot govern a wide range of changing conditions with a narrow and inflexible range of 
perceptions, decisions, and responses.

This does not mean institutions should become maximally complex. It means they need 
sufficient variety: diverse sensing, local discretion where appropriate, cross-sector 
partnerships, modular response options, scenario planning, delegated authority, 
escalation pathways, alternative delivery channels, protected dissent, and continuous 
monitoring.

The capability gap is partly a variety gap. The world can produce more conditions than the 
institution can recognize or answer.

The mismatch appears in several forms.

There is a boundary mismatch when problems cross organizational and jurisdictional 
seams. Climate resilience can involve transport, housing, emergency management, health, 
energy, insurance, agriculture, finance, and land use. Cybersecurity spans governments, 
infrastructure operators, vendors, insurers, users, regulators, and law enforcement. No 
participant owns the whole outcome.

There is a temporal mismatch. Institutions operate on calendars. Problems operate on 
dynamics. Budgets may be annual. Procurement may take months. Political mandates 
change on election cycles. Some risks evolve daily. Others unfold across generations. 
Capable institutions need variable tempo: the ability to move quickly when delay is 
dangerous, slowly when legitimacy requires deliberation, and persistently when the 
problem extends beyond current leadership.

There is an information mismatch. Knowledge is distributed while decisions are often 
centralized. As information moves upward it is summarized, cleaned, simplified, and 
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stripped of uncertainty. The senior leader may receive a more coherent report and a less 
accurate picture of reality.

There is an incentive mismatch. Complex outcomes are collective, while institutional 
incentives are local. Each actor may behave rationally within its own mandate while the 
system produces an irrational result.

And there is a legitimacy mismatch. A technically optimized solution may be unlawful, 
disproportionate, exclusionary, coercive, or publicly unacceptable. Legitimacy is not noise 
surrounding the technical problem. It is part of the problem.

The 2008 financial crisis illustrates what happens when interdependence grows faster 
than integrative capability. Risk existed across mortgage origination, securitization, 
ratings, derivatives, leverage, and short-term funding. Institutions supervised pieces of the 
system while the danger existed partly in the relationships among them. Information 
existed in multiple locations. What was missing was sufficient system-level capacity to 
integrate signals, challenge prevailing assumptions, constrain incentives, and act before 
distributed vulnerabilities became collective failure.

The Montreal Protocol offers a contrasting case. It confronted global scientific uncertainty, 
industrial dependence, unequal national capacity, cross-border externalities, trade, 
technology substitution, and development concerns. It did not require one permanent 
plan. It created an architecture: shared objectives, differentiated obligations, reporting, 
scientific assessment, financial support, compliance mechanisms, and periodic 
adjustment. It did not eliminate uncertainty before acting. It built a system capable of 
learning under uncertainty.

Artificial intelligence now provides a live example of the same principle. A model can 
perform well in controlled evaluation and behave differently after deployment because 
deployment changes the environment. Users adapt. Inputs change. adversaries respond. 
Workflows evolve. New dependencies appear. This is why post-deployment monitoring, 
incident reporting, override, review, and decommissioning are institutional capabilities, 
not optional technical features.

The goal is not complexity reduction alone. Some complexity can be standardized, 
isolated, delegated, or simplified. Some must be governed as complexity.

The more useful objective is complexity fitness: the ability of an institution or institutional 
ecosystem to maintain legitimate performance as conditions, actors, information, and 
causal relationships change.

The danger is not complexity itself.

The danger is mismatch.
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Chapter Five — The Architecture of Institutional Capability
Institutions often respond to weakness by adding something.

A new team. A new strategy. A new committee. A new dashboard. A new technology 
platform. A new procedure. A new layer of oversight.

Each addition may be reasonable. None necessarily creates capability.

A warehouse contains components. An architecture arranges them so they can bear 
weight.

Institutional capability is an architecture.

It arises from how authority, information, people, resources, incentives, safeguards, and 
feedback are arranged—and whether those arrangements continue to function under real 
conditions.

The architecture begins with human limits. Institutional design often proceeds as though 
senior leaders can absorb all relevant information, reconcile competing objectives, 
anticipate consequences, and exercise coherent control from the center. They cannot.

Real decision-makers operate under limits of attention, time, knowledge, computational 
capacity, and organizational position. Institutions do not eliminate those limits. They 
distribute them.

A sound architecture therefore places observation close to relevant conditions, preserves 
specialist knowledge, defines which decisions belong at which level, protects channels for 
dissent and adverse evidence, and creates mechanisms for integrating perspectives 
without pretending one leader can see the whole system.

The model proposed in this book has three parts: a governance foundation, an operating 
loop, and a legitimacy envelope.

The governance foundation defines why the institution exists, what it is authorized to do, 
where its boundaries lie, who is accountable, what resources it can use, which obligations 
constrain it, and how performance will be reviewed.

Governance is sometimes treated as overhead. In capable institutions, governance makes 
substantive action possible because people understand the purpose, outcome, authority, 
limits, escalation conditions, evidence requirements, and accountability structure within 
which they are expected to act.

Above that foundation sits the operating loop: perceive, judge, coordinate, deliver, adapt, 
and then perceive again.
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Perceive means turning relevant conditions into usable institutional evidence. It requires 
more than data collection. It requires source diversity, provenance, context, confidence, 
contrary evidence, local knowledge, and pathways through which weak signals can reach 
consequential judgment.

Judge means converting evidence into a defensible choice. It requires explicit decision 
rights, trade-offs, assumptions, uncertainty, legal and ethical review where appropriate, 
and independent challenge. A decision architecture should distinguish facts from 
interpretations, forecasts, preferences, constraints, and value judgments. When these 
categories collapse, institutional preference can masquerade as analytical necessity.

Coordinate means converting a decision into aligned commitments among actors whose 
participation is necessary. Coordination is not primarily about communication. It is about 
arranging interdependence: who owns the shared outcome, who contributes resources, 
who bears risk, what information can move, who can decide, how conflict is handled, and 
how accountability survives across organizational boundaries.

Deliver means translating commitments into operating reality. It requires people, 
resources, sequencing, ownership, controls, risk management, contingencies, quality 
verification, and evidence of outcome. Delivery capability is not demonstrated by motion. 
It is demonstrated by reliable performance.

Adapt means using consequences to improve future capability. Recognition is not enough. 
Someone must have authority to change the system. Changes must be embedded in 
budgets, roles, processes, incentives, technology, safeguards, and relationships. And the 
institution must verify whether the change actually improved performance.

Legitimacy surrounds the loop. It asks at every stage: does the institution have lawful 
authority? Are rights recognized? Are methods proportionate? Are vulnerable groups 
protected? Can decisions be challenged? Is oversight sufficiently independent? Is sensitive 
information protected? Is participation meaningful? Can harm be corrected or remedied?

The interfaces between capabilities are where institutions often break.

Reality must become evidence. Evidence must become decision. Decision must become 
commitment. Commitment must become outcome. Consequence must become learning.

An institution can possess excellent functions and still fail because the handoffs do not 
carry the load.

This is why capability should be assessed as a profile rather than a single score.

Strong perception with weak judgment produces analysis without decision. Strong 
judgment with weak coordination produces strategies no one can mobilize. Strong 
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coordination with weak delivery produces active coalitions without reliable 
implementation. Strong delivery with weak adaptation produces efficient execution of an 
increasingly obsolete model. Strong delivery with weak legitimacy can produce effective 
but unlawful, unsafe, coercive, or unsustainable action.

No average score should be allowed to conceal a critical weakness.

The relevant question is often the binding constraint. Which part of the architecture most 
limits the institution’s ability to produce the required outcome? The answer is not always 
the lowest-rated capability. A modest weakness at one crucial interface may matter more 
than a larger weakness elsewhere.

Capability claims also require evidence discipline. A policy exists. A role is assigned. A 
process is documented. A risk register is created. These establish design. They do not 
establish operation.

Capability matures as practices move from designed, to implemented, to operating, to 
integrated, to adaptive.

The Columbia disaster illustrates this distinction. NASA possessed extraordinary expertise, 
procedures, management systems, safety personnel, contractors, and data. The 
components existed. The architecture did not use them effectively enough. The Columbia 
investigation focused not only on physical cause but on organizational history, 
communication, risk assessment, safety authority, schedule pressure, and the relationship 
between technical judgment and program incentives.

The lesson is architectural: if an institution’s incentives can silence a capability, the 
institution does not reliably possess that capability.

A safety office without independent authority is not an effective safety architecture. A 
dissent channel without protection is not challenge. A review process that cannot alter the 
decision is not oversight. Formal presence is not functional power.

The Incident Command System offers a different lesson. It is not a universal model, but its 
modular architecture demonstrates how roles, terminology, information, resources, and 
authority can be configured around the demands of a mission rather than the permanent 
hierarchy of one organization. When incidents scale, the architecture scales. When 
multiple authorities are involved, structures exist for unified coordination without 
pretending legal responsibilities disappear.

Capability architecture also requires intentional redundancy, modularity, and 
interoperability. Critical functions may need more than one source of information, more 
than one qualified decision-maker, or more than one delivery route. Modular systems can 
adapt or replace parts without collapsing the whole. Interoperability allows different 
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modules and institutions to work together through shared definitions, compatible data, 
common protocols, and clear interfaces.

And the architecture must survive pressure.

Can the decision process function when evidence is incomplete and leaders disagree? Can 
the partnership survive when money tightens? Can the ethics policy constrain action 
when leadership believes the mission is at risk? Can employees use reporting channels 
without retaliation? Can learning survive reputational pressure?

Capability revealed only in favorable conditions is not durable capability.

The final objective is for capability to become ordinary. Perception becomes part of 
planning. Judgment becomes part of decision-making. Coordination becomes part of 
mandates and partnerships. Delivery becomes part of strategy. Adaptation becomes part 
of performance management. Legitimacy becomes part of authority, design, 
implementation, and review.

The goal is architecture, not addition.
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Chapter Six — Coordination Without Command
No institution commands the system on which its success depends.

A public-health agency can issue guidance. It cannot command hospitals, laboratories, 
employers, local governments, logistics providers, media organizations, and communities 
to interpret risk identically or act in perfect alignment.

A foundation can allocate capital. It cannot command grantees, researchers, public 
institutions, and communities to share the same theory of change or preserve the same 
strategy after funding ends.

A government can direct its own agencies within the boundaries of law. It cannot 
command public trust.

A coalition can convene participants. It cannot command commitment.

This is not an edge case. It is the normal condition of complex public action.

The coordination challenge of the Capability Century is how to create coherent action 
among actors who cannot—or should not—be placed under one command.

Coordination is not communication. Communication transfers information. Cooperation 
provides support. Collaboration creates something jointly. Coordination aligns 
interdependent action. Integration combines structures or authority.

A meeting may improve communication. A memorandum may express cooperation. A 
joint report may demonstrate collaboration. None proves that participating institutions 
can coordinate action.

Coordination exists when participants understand the shared outcome, know what they 
are responsible for, possess authority and resources to act, manage dependencies, 
exchange the information necessary for execution, resolve conflict, and remain 
accountable for their commitments.

Coordination is also not consensus. Complex systems rarely contain participants with 
identical values, incentives, diagnoses, methods, or measures of success. A regulator and a 
company may cooperate while pursuing different institutional purposes. A funder and a 
community organization may share an outcome while disagreeing about pace, evidence, 
risk, or authority.

The goal is not to eliminate disagreement. It is to make disagreement governable.

Polycentric governance provides a useful alternative to the assumption that collective 
problems must be solved either by one central authority or by unstructured 
decentralization. In a polycentric system, multiple centers of decision-making retain 
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meaningful autonomy while remaining connected through rules, information, monitoring, 
accountability, conflict mechanisms, and mutual adjustment.

Polycentricity is not fragmentation. Fragmentation is many actors with weak architecture. 
Polycentricity is many actors with an architecture suited to interdependence.

This matters especially in free societies. Pluralism distributes power across legislatures, 
courts, executive institutions, subnational governments, markets, media, universities, civil 
society, communities, and individuals. That distribution protects against domination and 
preserves different forms of knowledge and representation. But pluralism without 
coordination can produce paralysis and duplication.

Poorly designed pluralism becomes fragmentation. Well-designed pluralism becomes 
polycentric capability.

Networks need governance. Some are participant-governed. Some rely on a lead 
organization. Some create a separate administrative body. Some use bounded command 
for a defined function or emergency period while preserving autonomy elsewhere.

The right question is not, should the system be centralized or decentralized?

It is: which form of authority is appropriate for which decision, under which conditions, 
with what limits and accountability?

Seven conditions are especially important.

First, a shared outcome. Participants do not need identical missions, but they need a 
sufficiently specific condition around which action can align.

Second, the requisite participants. The network must include not only powerful or visible 
actors but those whose authority, knowledge, trust, resources, consent, or restraint are 
actually necessary.

Third, bounded authority and explicit decision rights. Participants need to know what 
they may decide independently, what requires consultation, what requires joint approval, 
who can authorize exceptions, who can stop work, and who remains accountable when 
harm occurs.

Fourth, interoperable information. Coordination requires more than sharing. Participants 
need compatible definitions, standards, confidence labels, access rules, timelines, incident 
taxonomies, and secure exchange methods. The goal is not unrestricted information flow. 
It is decision-relevant flow under legitimate controls.

Fifth, reciprocal commitments and resources. Coordination consumes staff time, money, 
technology, political capital, reputational exposure, and operational risk. If those costs are 
not acknowledged, they are shifted—often to smaller or more mission-committed 
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participants. A network without resourced commitments is a conversation, not a 
capability.

Sixth, conflict, escalation, and exit. Durable coordination anticipates disagreement, 
nonperformance, legal conflict, confidentiality breaches, leadership change, rights 
concerns, and withdrawal. Exit must be possible and governed.

Seventh, accountability, learning, and renewal. Networks need participant accountability
—did each actor fulfill its commitment?—and system accountability—did the coordination 
architecture produce the outcome it was designed to create? They also need 
reauthorization. Networks can become self-preserving institutions long after the original 
problem changes.

Trust matters, but coordination should not depend on trust alone. Trust reduces friction 
and makes candor possible. Verification makes trust durable under turnover, pressure, 
unequal power, and changing incentives. Documented commitments, transparent 
measures, audit rights, conflict disclosure, data-quality controls, security rules, and 
milestone reviews are not necessarily signs of distrust. They are institutions that preserve 
trust.

Power also does not disappear in a network. Removing formal hierarchy can make power 
harder to see. One actor controls funding. Another controls data. Another controls legal 
authority. Another controls community access. A convener may determine agenda, 
participants, and sequence while appearing neutral. A funder may never vote while 
everyone understands what continued funding requires.

Coordination therefore needs power analysis. Who sets the agenda? Who controls entry? 
Who can withhold resources? Who bears legal or operational risk? Who can survive 
failure? Who can dissent without losing access, funding, employment, or safety?

The development of Internet standards offers a strong example of large-scale coordination 
without sovereign command. The IETF relies on open participation, technical review, 
public documentation, working groups, consensus-oriented decisions, and 
implementation experience. “Rough consensus and running code” captures something 
important: objections must be considered, but unanimity is not required, and practical 
interoperability provides feedback.

The system is not authority-free. It contains bounded authority, documented procedures, 
review, appeals, and technical constraints. But no single actor owns the whole network.

The 9/11 Commission illustrates the inverse problem. Information and authority were 
distributed across institutions that did not consistently convert those resources into 
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integrated situational awareness and coordinated action. The lesson was not simply that 
institutions needed more communication. They needed architecture for unity of effort.

A contemporary example comes from election governance. In Brazil’s 2026 election 
environment, courts, platforms, candidates, and enforcement systems have had to 
navigate AI-generated impersonation and deepfakes through a combination of electoral 
rules, platform action, judicial decisions, and institutional coordination. No single actor 
can govern the full information ecosystem. The relevant capability lies in how legal 
authority, platform systems, evidence, reporting, enforcement, and public legitimacy 
connect.

This is why institutions accumulate coordination debt when they rely on informal 
workarounds instead of shared architecture. Roles stay ambiguous. Systems remain 
incompatible. Commitments are unfunded. Data-sharing is negotiated after crisis begins. 
Partnerships depend on one individual’s memory.

Coordination debt carries interest. Every leadership change requires reconstruction. 
Every crisis requires renegotiation. Every unresolved ambiguity makes future 
accountability harder.

Durable coordination therefore needs a constitution, whether formal or informal: a 
shared outcome, participation rules, decision rights, resource commitments, information 
rules, conflict processes, measures, accountability, entry and exit, amendment, and sunset.

Coordination without command is not a softer alternative to authority. It is one of the 
hardest institutional technologies of collective action in pluralistic systems.

The defining institutions of the Capability Century will know how to assemble capability 
across organizations.
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Chapter Seven — Institutions That Learn
Every institution has experience. Not every institution learns from it.

A crisis occurs. A review is commissioned. Findings are written. Recommendations are 
approved. The document enters an archive. For a time, the institution speaks fluently 
about what it has learned.

Then leadership changes. The budget tightens. Attention moves. The same incentives 
remain. The same information bottlenecks remain. Under pressure, the institution returns 
to familiar behavior.

The lesson was documented. It was not learned.

A lesson is not learned when an institution can describe it. It is learned when the 
institution behaves differently because of it.

Institutional learning is the demonstrated ability to use evidence from experience to 
change assumptions, decisions, routines, structures, resource allocations, relationships, or 
safeguards—and then determine whether those changes improved legitimate 
performance.

Experience alone does not provide interpretation. Institutions can learn the wrong lesson. 
A program succeeds under favorable conditions and the organization concludes its model 
is universally effective. A crisis is survived through improvisation and leadership 
concludes formal preparation is unnecessary. A risky decision causes no immediate harm 
and the institution treats survival as evidence of safety.

The learning question is not only, what happened? It is, what explains what happened, 
what remains uncertain, and what should change because of it?

Learning moves through a chain.

An event occurs. A signal becomes visible. The institution establishes a finding. It develops 
an explanation. It identifies a lesson. An authorized actor accepts or rejects a change. The 
change enters practice. Evidence verifies whether behavior and outcomes changed. And 
the improvement must survive time, turnover, and pressure.

Each transition can fail.

The institutional learning loop proposed here has seven functions: detect, surface, 
interpret, challenge, authorize, embed, and verify.

Detect means recognizing that something worth learning from has occurred. The signal 
may be a failure, a near miss, an unexpected success, a complaint, a deviation, a forecast 
error, an ethical concern, or an outcome that cannot be explained by the current model.
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Learning institutions build multiple sensing channels because the most consequential 
signal may appear outside formal systems. A local partner may see change before 
headquarters. A junior employee may notice what senior leaders have normalized. An 
affected community may experience harm invisible to the institution’s dashboard.

Surface means creating conditions under which signals can reach authority. Can a person 
report a problem without being punished for the existence of the problem? Can 
uncertainty be admitted? Can a partner disclose failure without automatically losing 
funding? Can someone challenge leadership’s preferred interpretation?

Psychological safety does not mean protection from standards or consequences. A 
learning institution can hold people accountable for negligence, deception, abuse, reckless 
conduct, or deliberate misconduct. What it cannot safely do is make concealment more 
rational than reporting.

Interpret means establishing a defensible explanation. The institution must distinguish 
proximate causes from systemic causes, implementation failure from strategy failure, 
correlation from causal contribution, one-time anomalies from recurring patterns, and 
hindsight certainty from what could reasonably have been known at the time.

A weak review asks, who made the error? A stronger review asks, what conditions made 
this action appear reasonable, permissible, necessary, or invisible at the time?

Challenge means asking whether the institution should improve the existing process or 
reconsider the assumptions governing the process. Single-loop learning asks how to 
perform the model better. Double-loop learning asks whether the model deserves to 
survive.

This distinction matters because institutions can become more capable of being wrong. 
They can automate a failing process, measure it more precisely, scale it, and interpret 
greater activity as greater performance.

Authorize is where learning becomes governance. Recommendations do not implement 
themselves. Someone must own the decision, possess authority, allocate resources, 
manage dependencies, and accept the trade-offs involved in changing the system.

Embed means moving the lesson into the operating architecture: policy, decision rights, 
budgets, staffing, contracts, technology, training, performance measures, incentives, 
oversight, reporting, partnerships, escalation thresholds, or legal authorities.

Training alone rarely institutionalizes a lesson if the incentives and systems continue 
producing the old behavior.
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Verify asks the question many institutions omit: did the change work? Did the original 
failure recur? Did the new process improve behavior? Did it create new harms? Did it 
remain effective after personnel turnover? Did stakeholders experience the claimed 
improvement?

The institution must also learn about how it learns.

Institutional learning happens at different depths. Corrective learning fixes an error. 
Adaptive learning changes strategy or allocation as conditions change. Generative 
learning creates a new capability or institutional model. Constitutional learning 
reconsiders mission, authority, rights boundaries, or legitimacy itself.

The aviation safety system demonstrates how learning architecture can be intentionally 
designed. NASA’s Aviation Safety Reporting System created a voluntary, confidential, non-
punitive, independent channel through which pilots, controllers, maintenance personnel, 
and others could report hazards and near misses. The architecture matters because people 
close to events often possess information the formal hierarchy lacks, but disclosure may 
carry professional or legal risk. Protecting candor allows weak signals to become system-
level learning.

After-action review is another powerful tool, but only when connected to authority. “What 
was supposed to happen? What happened? Why was there a difference? What should 
change?” is useful only if the answers produce owned decisions, resourced actions, and 
later verification.

Complex environments also require learning during action. Waiting until the end of a 
multi-year intervention, emergency, or technology deployment may be too late. 
Institutions need review points at which evidence can legitimately alter course while 
safeguards remain intact.

Memory is also part of learning. Institutional memory lives in documents, routines, 
people, relationships, technologies, and constitutional history. An archive preserves 
information. It does not guarantee retrieval. A checklist can preserve action while losing 
the reasoning that made exceptions important. Technology can preserve rules while 
encoding obsolete assumptions.

A capable institution needs governed memory: what must be preserved, what must be 
retrievable, what must be revalidated, and what should be retired.

Learning also requires balancing exploitation and exploration. Institutions must improve 
what they already know how to do while preserving space to question the model itself. 
The better an institution becomes at its current operating system, the more difficult it may 
become to imagine a different one.
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A recent AI example makes this concrete. In 2026, Anthropic temporarily paused some 
external security testing after security incidents, then changed controls and resumed 
under revised conditions. The importance of the example is not the company itself. It is 
the learning sequence: detect a problem, stop or constrain activity, revise controls, 
reallocate technical attention, and resume under a changed operating model. A system 
that cannot pause in response to evidence is not adaptive simply because its technology is 
advanced.

The relationship between Challenger and Columbia remains one of the strongest 
institutional examples. NASA had investigated Challenger. Recommendations existed. 
Knowledge existed. Yet knowledge of the earlier disaster did not guarantee that deeper 
lessons about dissent, risk normalization, schedule pressure, and independent technical 
authority would govern future judgment.

When the physical mechanism changes but the institutional pattern survives, the 
institution has remembered the event without learning its deepest lesson.

Institutions also accumulate learning debt: recurring findings, repeatedly extended action 
dates, recommendations without owners, closed actions without effectiveness evidence, 
reliance on heroic individuals, and preventable recurrence.

Learning debt differs from ignorance. The institution knows enough to recognize the 
problem. It has not converted knowledge into durable capability.

And learning sometimes requires unlearning. Institutions must stop using obsolete 
assumptions, collecting unnecessary data, maintaining committees whose function has 
disappeared, treating temporary authorities as permanent, or funding interventions that 
evidence no longer supports.

An institution that cannot stop cannot truly change.

The defining advantage of a learning institution is not that it begins with the right answer.

It is that error does not have to become destiny.
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Chapter Eight — Capability Without Legitimacy
A capable institution can still be dangerous.

It can perceive accurately, judge strategically, coordinate complex networks, deliver 
reliably, and learn rapidly—and use every one of those capabilities in service of 
repression, corruption, discrimination, deception, extraction, or concentrated power.

Capability describes what an institution can do. It does not determine whether the 
institution should do it.

That distinction is foundational.

An intelligence service may develop extraordinary situational awareness while surveilling 
lawful political activity. A public agency may automate decisions efficiently while denying 
people fair notice or meaningful appeal. A technology company may create sophisticated 
personalization while using personal information in ways people neither understood nor 
authorized. A political organization may master audience analysis while deploying 
intimidation, impersonation, unlawful targeting, or manipulation.

Operational effectiveness cannot establish institutional worth.

This is why legitimacy is not simply the sixth capability in the model. It is a gate and an 
envelope around the others.

An institution should not be able to compensate for unlawful surveillance by delivering a 
useful service. It should not compensate for discriminatory treatment through efficiency. 
It should not offset deceptive political influence with measurable impact. Some 
deficiencies are developmental. Others are disqualifying.

Legitimacy is also not reducible to one proxy.

Legality matters, but law can be broad, abused, selectively enforced, or procedurally 
defective. Popularity matters, but majorities can support violations of minority rights. 
Trust matters, but trust can be manipulated or misplaced. Consent matters, but consent 
can be uninformed or impractical to refuse. Transparency matters, but disclosure without 
power to contest may expose power without constraining it. Participation matters, but 
consultation can be symbolic. Effectiveness matters, but efficient production of an 
illegitimate outcome does not make the outcome acceptable.

A working definition is therefore broader.

Legitimacy is the condition in which an institution possesses justified authority to pursue 
a defensible purpose through lawful, rights-respecting, accountable, proportionate, and 
publicly defensible methods, while preserving meaningful opportunities for participation, 
challenge, correction, and remedy.
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Six questions help make this operational.

Who authorized this?

For what purpose?

Through what methods?

With whose voice?

Subject to what oversight?

And what happens when harm occurs?

Rights are sometimes experienced by institutions as friction. They slow decisions, limit 
data collection, complicate targeting, require documentation, create appeal routes, and 
prevent certain methods even when those methods seem operationally useful.

That friction is intentional.

The right question is not how to remove constraints so the institution can act. It is how to 
design capability that remains effective inside legitimate constraints.

A rights-respecting data system must become more precise about what information is 
actually necessary. A fair decision system must become more explicit about criteria. A 
proportionate security system must distinguish risk from association. A participatory 
system must incorporate knowledge held outside formal hierarchies. Rights can therefore 
improve capability by forcing institutions to understand their own power.

Proportionality is central. Not every available capability should be used at maximum 
strength. An institution may be able to collect more data than it needs, monitor more 
continuously than risk justifies, retain information longer than purpose requires, or scale 
an intervention before its consequences are understood.

The greater the intrusion, irreversibility, coercion, secrecy, or asymmetry of power, the 
stronger the justification and safeguards should be.

Trust is related to legitimacy but not identical. A legitimate institution can be distrusted. 
An illegitimate institution can be trusted because its conduct is hidden or normalized. 
Trust is evidence, not proof.

Participation is also not decoration. Stakeholders can be consulted while every important 
decision remains closed. Participation becomes meaningful when people have enough 
information, safety, access, and institutional consequence for their involvement to 
influence the result proportionately to the stakes.
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Transparency is necessary but incomplete. Effective transparency is decision-relevant. 
People should be able to understand who acted, under what authority, toward what 
purpose, using what relevant criteria, subject to what safeguards, and through what route 
of challenge.

Some institutions require secrecy: national security, diplomacy, cybersecurity, 
investigations, source protection, legal advice, partner safety. Confidentiality can be 
legitimate. But what cannot be public must still be accountable somewhere.

Secrecy should increase internal discipline, not reduce it.

The history of COINTELPRO demonstrates what can happen when sophisticated 
institutional capability operates without adequate legitimate constraint. Surveillance, 
informants, analysis, secrecy, and operational reach were formidable. The problem was 
not incapability. It was the use of intelligence capabilities against lawful domestic political 
activity and the weakness of boundaries, oversight, and rights protections sufficient to 
prevent drift beyond legitimate mandate.

High capability increases the need for constraint.

Automation creates the same problem in another form. An automated decision does not 
become legitimate because it is consistent. It may be consistently wrong. It does not 
become fair because everyone is processed through the same formula. The formula may 
encode an unjust rule or an inaccurate assumption. It does not become accountable 
because a human approved the system once, long before the individual decision.

Australia’s Robodebt scheme remains a powerful example of administrative capability 
expanding faster than legitimacy controls. Data matching and automated processes were 
used to identify and pursue alleged welfare debts. The later Royal Commission examined 
lawfulness, fairness, data use, administrative conduct, review, and oversight. The 
important point is not simply “algorithm bad.” It is that automation concentrates 
institutional choices about evidence, burden, review, individual circumstances, 
vulnerability, and remedy into a system that can operate at scale.

The European AI Act’s 2026 enforcement transition adds a current example. A legislative 
framework becomes real only when institutions acquire the capability to enforce it: 
complaint channels, investigations, transparency requirements, oversight authority, 
technical expertise, sanctions, and procedures that can survive legal challenge. Legislative 
commitment is not yet operational capability.

Political influence raises a similar legitimacy problem. Persuasion is part of democratic 
life. Candidates seek votes. Governments seek compliance and public understanding. Civil 
society seeks reform. The legitimacy problem begins when influence relies on unlawful 
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data, intimidation, deceptive identity, coercion, impersonation, voter suppression, 
malicious automation, or manipulative methods that bypass agency.

The Cambridge Analytica case illustrates how data capability, profiling, and political 
influence can converge without meaningful consent or transparency. The case does not 
need to prove a particular electoral result to establish the legitimacy problem. The means 
themselves matter: how information was obtained, how people were classified, how 
targeting worked, and how little visibility individuals had into the system governing their 
political treatment.

Artificial intelligence intensifies every issue in this chapter because it expands perception, 
classification, prediction, automation, and scale while potentially distributing 
responsibility across developers, vendors, deployers, models, data providers, and users.

This produces legitimacy lag: capability expands faster than authority, safeguards, 
oversight, participation, and remedy.

It also creates legitimacy debt when temporary powers, data practices, automated 
decisions, confidential partnerships, or targeting systems continue operating without 
resolving the obligations created by their expansion.

The debt may remain invisible while performance is strong. It becomes visible when a 
court reviews the authority, a whistleblower releases evidence, a community refuses 
cooperation, a system creates concentrated harm, or a capability is repurposed.

Remedy is therefore itself a capability. Can the institution recognize harm, preserve 
enough evidence to reconstruct the decision, correct data, reverse an outcome, restore 
access, stop an intervention, compensate loss, change the system, and prevent retaliation?

Oversight must also possess power. A committee that receives reports but cannot access 
evidence or alter conduct is not meaningful oversight. A review body without 
independence becomes self-review. Oversight without authority becomes advice.

Legitimacy can also strengthen capability. When people believe an institution acts 
lawfully, fairly, and accountably, they may share better information, participate more 
candidly, cooperate longer, and surface problems earlier. Better information improves 
judgment. Better judgment improves delivery. Visible accountability and remedy can 
strengthen legitimacy further.

The Capability Century therefore faces two possible futures.

One is concentrated capability: more prediction, more automation, more precise targeting, 
more control, and less accountability.
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The other is legitimate capability: better information with privacy, distributed agency 
with traceable accountability, technology with human responsibility, coordination 
without erasing pluralism, rapid learning with safeguards, and public value with 
challenge and remedy.

Technology will not choose between these futures.

Institutions will.
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Chapter Nine — Building the Discipline
A discipline cannot be declared into existence.

It cannot be created by naming a category, publishing a framework, announcing a 
standard, registering a trademark, or attaching a certification to a consulting service.

Those things can create visibility. They cannot create knowledge.

A discipline becomes real when a community of inquiry and practice accumulates 
evidence that others can examine, challenge, reproduce, apply, revise, and teach.

Institutional capability is not an undiscovered subject. Many of its questions already exist 
across established fields: institutional economics, public administration, organizational 
theory, decision science, systems science, network governance, constitutional theory, 
human rights, implementation science, security practice, evaluation, and technology 
governance.

The contribution proposed here is integration.

The object of inquiry is the demonstrated capacity of institutions and institutional 
ecosystems to convert knowledge, authority, and resources into legitimate, coordinated, 
adaptive action.

That object must remain contextual. Capability is always capability for something, under 
defined conditions, within legitimate boundaries.

The field must answer real questions.

When does expertise held by individuals become institutional capacity?

How do capabilities interact?

Which weakness becomes the binding constraint?

Which capabilities are universal and which depend on sector, culture, jurisdiction, 
mission, risk, or organizational form?

How should ecosystems be assessed when authority and delivery are distributed?

Which interventions actually improve capability?

How should capability be measured without rewarding documentation, institutional 
wealth, or conformity?

How does technology alter authority and responsibility?

And what evidence would require the framework itself to change?

A field that cannot specify how it might be wrong is not a discipline. It is a doctrine.
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Implementation science offers a useful parallel. It developed because evidence-based 
practices did not automatically become routine practice. Researchers needed methods for 
studying uptake, context, organizational conditions, process, and implementation. Over 
time the field also confronted framework proliferation and the need to test theories rather 
than simply invent new ones.

Institutional capability must learn from that history.

The goal is not a proprietary framework for every consulting firm. It is cumulative 
knowledge.

That requires shared vocabulary. Terms such as capability gap, complexity mismatch, 
binding constraint, coordination debt, learning debt, legitimacy lag, current profile, target 
profile, and evidence ceiling should clarify reality rather than become branding devices.

It also requires methodological discipline. Different claims require different methods. 
Descriptive claims ask what exists. Explanatory claims ask why the institution behaves as 
it does. Evaluative claims ask how capable the institution is relative to defined 
requirements. Causal claims ask whether an intervention created a change. Normative 
claims ask whether authority, method, distribution, or impact is legitimate.

Confusing these claim types produces false certainty.

A maturity model therefore needs an evidence ladder. An assertion is not the same as 
documented design. Documented design is not corroborated operation. Corroborated 
operation is not demonstrated outcome. Demonstrated outcome is not independent 
longitudinal evidence.

The field must normalize the question: what evidence would justify believing this 
capability claim?

Measurement creates both opportunity and danger. Scores create incentives. Rankings 
attract attention. Certification creates commercial value. Once institutions are rewarded 
for a measure, they organize behavior around it.

This is why public ranking or universal composite scores should come late, if at all.

Before a high-stakes instrument is used, the field needs evidence of content validity, 
construct validity, inter-rater reliability, responsiveness, fairness, appropriate use, and the 
consequences created by measurement itself.

Profiles are safer than league tables. A profile can show current capability, required 
capability, evidence confidence, binding constraints, critical legitimacy issues, and priority 
interventions without pretending that one number captures institutional worth.
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Standards should also be treated as hypotheses. A candidate standard says: these 
requirements appear necessary for legitimate institutional capability. Then the field must 
test whether the requirements are clear, evidenceable, predictive, proportionate, context-
sensitive, and resistant to gaming.

No founder should possess permanent interpretive control. No commercial assessment 
provider should unilaterally control the standard against which it sells services. No 
institution should certify itself and market that judgment as independent.

Certification should come late because it requires far more than a scoring rubric. It 
requires validated requirements, assessor competence, conflict rules, appeals, quality 
assurance, reassessment, complaint mechanisms, surveillance, and governance capable of 
revising or withdrawing the scheme.

The field should also be open enough for others to test and improve it. Methods should be 
accessible where safety and privacy permit. Protocols can be preregistered. Changes can 
be version-controlled. Negative findings should be publishable. Scoring disagreements 
should be preserved rather than averaged away.

Open does not mean indiscriminate disclosure. Sensitive information, sources, partner 
identities, privileged material, and security details may require protection. The principle 
is: as open as responsible inquiry permits, as protected as legitimate safety and rights 
require.

A field also requires a community, not merely an audience. Public administrators, civil-
society practitioners, organizational theorists, economists, systems scientists, security 
professionals, evaluators, legal scholars, human-rights practitioners, technologists, labor 
representatives, communities, funders, and people affected by institutional action all hold 
different forms of relevant knowledge.

No one group should dominate the discipline.

Practitioner competence should be team-based by design. No one person can master 
systems analysis, law, governance, implementation, technology, rights, security, 
organizational design, evaluation, and sector expertise at once. A capable practitioner 
must know enough to recognize when specialist competence is required.

The field also needs ethics because its methods are dual-use. Network analysis can protect 
vulnerable communities or identify them for targeting. Institutional assessment can 
improve public service or optimize coercive administration. Influence expertise can 
strengthen democratic participation or manipulate it.

The discipline must be judged partly by the work it refuses.
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It should not support voter suppression, harassment, doxxing, impersonation, illicit data 
acquisition, unlawful surveillance, deceptive manipulation, malicious automation, 
corruption, discrimination, sanctions evasion, or rights-infringing institutional practice.

And the field must govern itself. Research governance, standards governance, ethics 
review, practitioner accountability, stakeholder participation, data governance, appeals, 
and correction cannot all remain under one founding institution indefinitely.

The field must be capable of correcting its founder.

Validation should proceed in stages: conceptual coherence, content validation, usability 
testing, reliability, construct validation, outcome validation, cross-context testing, and 
consequence evaluation.

It should also define failure conditions. If the six domains cannot be distinguished reliably, 
if ratings mainly measure documentation or wealth, if high scores do not correspond to 
more reliable legitimate outcomes, if interventions do not improve capability, or if the 
framework creates more bureaucracy and gaming than value, then the model must 
change.

The goal is not to protect a category.

The goal is to build a discipline that becomes useful enough, open enough, and evidence-
based enough that others can improve it without permission.
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Chapter Ten — The Capability Century
A century is not defined by its most powerful invention.

It is defined by what institutions become capable of doing with it.

Steam did not create industrial society by itself. Neither did electricity, 
telecommunications, computing, or the internet. Each became historically consequential 
because institutions learned to finance it, standardize it, distribute it, regulate it, secure it, 
train people to use it, and connect it to ordinary economic and public life.

Technology expands possibility. Institutions determine which possibilities become durable 
reality.

This matters now because the twenty-first century is producing capabilities faster than 
institutions are learning to govern them.

Humanity can generate information at extraordinary scale. Model complex systems. 
Translate instantly. Coordinate across continents. Analyze populations. Predict behavior. 
Automate decisions. Create synthetic media. Build powerful biological and computational 
tools.

The ability to create a capability is not the same as the ability to use it wisely.

Possibility is expanding faster than judgment. Interdependence is expanding faster than 
coordination. Technology is expanding faster than governance. Institutional power is 
expanding faster than legitimacy.

The central challenge of the coming decades is institutional conversion.

Information into understanding.

Understanding into judgment.

Judgment into commitment.

Commitment into delivery.

Delivery into learning.

Power into legitimate public value.

The bottleneck has moved.

The information age built an extraordinary apparatus for collecting, transmitting, and 
measuring knowledge. That apparatus revealed the next constraint. Measurement can 
show a goal is off track. It cannot assign authority, mobilize financing, resolve competing 
interests, coordinate autonomous actors, create public legitimacy, or build delivery 
systems.
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The information infrastructure can identify the distance remaining.

Institutions must cross it.

As analytical tools and artificial intelligence become more widely available, advantage will 
increasingly depend on what happens after access.

Can the institution establish which information is reliable? Preserve provenance and 
uncertainty? Combine technical evidence with political, legal, historical, and community 
knowledge? Make a decision before uncertainty disappears without pretending it has 
disappeared? Mobilize the actors whose cooperation is necessary? Implement at the speed 
and scale the problem requires? Detect harm? Change course? Exercise growing power 
without violating rights or public trust?

This is a conversion advantage.

The most capable institutions will not necessarily know the most in absolute terms. They 
will lose less value as information moves through the institutional chain.

They will preserve context as evidence travels. Preserve uncertainty as analysis becomes 
decision. Preserve accountability as decisions become distributed action. Preserve 
learning as personnel change. Preserve legitimacy as capability expands.

This is why institutional capability is a meta-capability. It determines whether every other 
resource can be used.

Capital without capability can be wasted. Technology without capability can be 
misapplied. Expertise without capability can remain advisory. Authority without 
capability can become symbolic. Coordination without capability can become 
performative. Power without legitimate capability can become dangerous.

The Capability Century may therefore create a new form of inequality: an institutional 
divide.

Some institutions will recognize new possibilities, evaluate them, integrate them into 
existing systems, govern their risks, distribute their benefits, and improve them through 
use. Others will adopt the same technology or policy without possessing the architecture 
necessary to govern it.

The first group will compound capability. The second may compound dependency, 
exposure, and institutional debt.

Resources matter profoundly, and the capability framework must never turn material 
scarcity into a moral judgment about institutional worth. But resources alone do not 
determine performance. Money can buy components. It does not guarantee architecture.
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Artificial intelligence is the accelerator of this divide.

AI can strengthen perception, judgment support, coordination, delivery, and learning. It 
can also scale error, intensify surveillance, centralize hidden power, create opaque 
dependencies, and allow institutions to act faster than they can observe consequences.

A capable model inside an incapable institution can increase the scale of institutional 
failure.

The relevant competition is not simply an AI race. It is a race in institutional absorption 
capacity: the ability to integrate powerful technology without surrendering judgment, 
accountability, security, rights, or the capacity to learn from deployment.

Institutional capability is therefore infrastructure beneath infrastructure.

Digital identity, payments, secure data exchange, public-health systems, elections, climate 
plans, pandemic agreements, schools, hospitals, and financial systems all depend on 
institutions capable of designing, financing, operating, securing, coordinating, 
maintaining, adapting, and legitimating them.

Capability should be funded as infrastructure, not treated as overhead left after the “real” 
work is paid for.

This changes what government should ask. Not only, what policy should we pass? But 
what institutional functions, authority, workforce, information pathways, coordination 
mechanisms, delivery systems, learning systems, legitimacy controls, and long-term 
maintenance are required for this policy to become real?

It changes philanthropy. Not only, what program will this grant deliver? But what durable 
capability must remain after the grant ends? Coordination, security, leadership, 
technology maintenance, legal capacity, reserves, knowledge transfer, evaluation, and 
remedy are not distractions from mission. They may be the infrastructure that allows 
mission to survive.

It changes civil society. Capability-building should strengthen civic agency, not turn small 
organizations into bureaucratic imitations of governments or corporations. Local trust, 
contextual judgment, relational memory, and adaptive practice are genuine forms of 
institutional capability.

It changes technology companies because products increasingly perform institutional 
functions: identity, access, classification, moderation, recommendation, payment, risk 
assessment, and public-service delivery. The deployer’s institutional capability is part of 
the safety case.
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It changes universities because complex public problems cross disciplinary boundaries. 
Research must connect systems science with public law, technology with organizational 
behavior, implementation with political economy, measurement with consequence, and 
rights with operational design.

It changes international institutions because global commitments do not implement 
themselves. Agreements require national and local capacity, financing, differentiated 
implementation, information exchange, accountability, and learning across jurisdictions.

Most of all, it changes what free societies must become capable of doing.

Free societies deliberately distribute power. Courts remain independent. Media can 
challenge government. Civil society organizes outside the state. Political parties compete. 
Universities preserve intellectual autonomy. Individuals possess rights the state may not 
simply override for convenience.

This creates friction. The friction is part of freedom.

Authoritarian systems can sometimes appear more capable because they can concentrate 
authority, suppress veto points, penalize dissent, direct resources, and control 
information. But visible speed is not the same as durable capability. A system that 
suppresses bad news may appear decisive until it becomes unable to perceive reality 
accurately.

The answer for free societies is not to imitate the least accountable forms of centralized 
power.

It is to make pluralism operational.

Democratic capability is the ability of a free society to perceive, decide, coordinate, 
deliver, and adapt through institutions that remain pluralistic, rights-respecting, 
accountable, and open to correction.

This is not technocracy. Institutional capability should not become a language through 
which experts remove politics from public life. Some institutional questions are technical. 
Others are political, constitutional, moral, or distributive. A capable institution knows 
what kind of question it is answering.

The Capability Compact proposed by the manuscript can be stated simply.

Treat capability as infrastructure.

Begin with the required outcome and work backward.

Assess profiles, not reputations.

Strengthen the interfaces where value is lost.
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Design authority to fit the problem.

Fund coordination explicitly.

Build learning into delivery.

Govern technology through its lifecycle.

Make legitimacy non-compensable.

Keep the discipline open to correction.

What would progress look like?

Warnings reach decision-makers before they become emergencies. Evidence retains 
uncertainty rather than being edited into false confidence. Dissent is addressed rather 
than silenced. Coalitions possess clear commitments and funded coordination. Programs 
are resourced for delivery rather than launch alone. Technology is monitored after 
deployment. Institutions can stop actions that remain operationally effective but become 
illegitimate. Learning changes budgets, procedures, incentives, and authority. Critical 
knowledge survives turnover. Communities influence decisions before harm occurs. 
Oversight can alter conduct. Remedy exists in practice.

Progress would also include restraint.

A system not deployed. Data not collected. Emergency power returned. A target narrowed. 
A contract refused. An influence tactic rejected. A program ended because evidence no 
longer supports it.

An institution’s willingness to refrain can be as important as its ability to act.

There are two possible Capability Centuries.

One is a century of concentrated capability: institutions see more, predict more, automate 
more, target more precisely, and control more of the information environment while 
accountability weakens.

The other is a century of legitimate capability: institutions use better information while 
preserving privacy and human agency; distribute authority while keeping accountability 
traceable; deploy technology while retaining human responsibility; coordinate across 
difference without erasing pluralism; learn rapidly while protecting people from 
uncontrolled experimentation; and deliver public value while remaining open to 
challenge and remedy.

Both futures are technologically possible.

Technology will not choose between them.
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Institutions will.

Every generation inherits institutions it did not build. We inherit their wisdom, their 
authority, their blind spots, their unresolved harms, their professional norms, their 
memory, their debts, and their legitimacy.

Our obligation is not simply to preserve them. Preservation can protect value and 
preserve incapacity.

Our obligation is not simply to disrupt them. Disruption can create possibility and destroy 
memory, safeguards, and capabilities that are difficult to rebuild.

The obligation is stewardship.

To understand what an institution makes possible. What it prevents. What it no longer 
perceives. What it cannot deliver. What authority it should retain. What power it should 
relinquish. What capability the future requires. And how to leave the institution more 
capable—and more legitimate—than it was received.

The defining failure of the information age was not that humanity learned too little.

It was the assumption that knowledge would naturally become action.

The defining risk of the technological age is not simply that institutions will remain 
incapable.

It is that some will become extraordinarily capable without becoming worthy of the 
power they acquire.

The work of the Capability Century is to close both gaps.

The gap between knowledge and action.

And the gap between power and legitimacy.

The agricultural age expanded humanity’s ability to cultivate the living world. The 
industrial age expanded its ability to transform the physical world. The information age 
expanded its ability to understand and connect the world.

The next task is to expand the ability of institutions to act wisely within it.

Capability is not perfection.

It is the ability to remain effective, corrigible, and legitimate despite human limits.

To recognize error before error becomes destiny.

To coordinate across difference.

To deliver without abandoning rights.
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To learn without losing continuity.

To use power without becoming governed by it.

We have built an age that can know.

The work now is to build an age that can do.
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