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An operational design framework

The Foundation Layer

Organizations, like products, must be intentionally designed. Most operational problems surface
at the top of this stack — but originate at the bottom. The framework maps where a problem
actually lives, instead of where its symptoms appear.

=
! Experienced top-down
L5 Signal What customers experience, report, and reflect back.
¥ These are symptoms — not root causes.
o
b
3 L4 Delivery What gets built, shipped, and supported.
Quality here is a direct output of the three layers beneath it.
L3 Clarity Information flow, decision-making, and cross-team alignment.
Misalignment here creates compounding friction at every layer above.
o
E L2 Infrastructure Systems, tools, documentation, and internal knowledge structures.
E When broken, teams work around it — creating invisible operational debt.
L
L1 Operations Roles, responsibilities, handoffs, and day-to-day workflows.
When poorly defined, every layer above inherits the confusion.

T Fixed bottom-up

Most problems surface at L5. Most fixes start at L1.

Companies try to fix L5 problems with L5 solutions — more tools, more headcount, more process bolted on
top. The real leverage is in L1-L3, where foundations support what’s above them, or silently undermine it.

How to use this

01  Start with a symptom. Take something customers or your team keep reporting. That’s L5 — real, but not the
cause.

02 Trace it downward. Ask “which layer is actually generating this?” and keep going until the answer stops
changing.

03  Fix at that layer. A fix that holds is one that survives the person who made it — that’s how you know it was
foundational.
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