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On the Operating System
of Work
Your company runs on obsolete code, and it is not in your servers.

It is in your people.
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“Everything you and I see, everything

we do not see, and how we understand

our worlds, are determined by invisible

structures of practices, technologies,

and interpretations.”

CHAUNCEY BELL
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A B O U T  T H I S  B R I E F I N G

For the leader who has tried every framework and hired every kind of consultant,

and still watches the company run slower than it did three years ago. Read this if you

have begun to suspect the problem is not your people but something underneath

them, something no one installed and no one can quite name. You will leave able to

see the operating system your company already runs on, and where to begin

rewriting it.
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I

Your company has spent millions this year upgrading its machines.

The cloud, the copilots, the analytics, the new collaboration tools.

But there is one machine you have almost certainly never thought

to upgrade, and it is the one that matters most.

t is not the laptops or the servers. It is the human beings. The people who make requests, negotiate

commitments, coordinate action, handle breakdowns, make assessments, and declare futures into

existence. They are running on an operating system too. And in most companies, that operating

system has not been upgraded in decades, if it was ever designed at all.

We patch the infrastructure and harden the networks. We fund the AI roadmaps. But the operating

system running on the humans, the practices and habits and shared meanings that actually coordinate

the work, receives almost no attention. We assume people simply know how to communicate. We treat

trust as a matter of intention rather than evidence. We treat mood as something private rather than

something that can be designed. And then we wonder why the new tools become theater and the

transformation efforts snap back.

I

What an operating system actually is
In computing, the operating system is the invisible layer between the hardware and everything you

actually use. It manages the resources, coordinates the processes, and quietly sets the limits of what is

possible. You never see it. You only feel its effects.

Organizations have one too. It is the invisible substrate that determines how work gets coordinated,

what people pay attention to, what actions seem possible at all, how breakdowns get interpreted, how

trust forms or erodes, and which moods take hold and persist. Your strategy, your processes, your

projects are all applications running on top of this substrate. And when the substrate is broken, no

application performs well, no matter how advanced it is.

You can install world-class project management, but if the operating system underneath does not

support clear requests and reliable promises, the method becomes ceremony. You can reorganize, but if

the substrate runs on fear and control rather than trust, the new structure simply reproduces the old

dysfunction in a new shape. You can deploy the most advanced AI in your industry, but if your

organization treats coordination as the passing of information rather than the making and keeping of

commitments, your intelligent stack becomes an expensive record of ongoing confusion.
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Attempting change without

touching the operating system

guarantees that the hidden

instructions of the old one will

reproduce exactly what you

already have.

I I

What the operating system is made of
This substrate has three layers, and naming them is the first step toward seeing your own.

The first layer is practices, the recurrent patterns through which work is coordinated. How requests get

made, whether their conditions of satisfaction are stated or left to guesswork. Whether promises are

solid or hedged, tracked or quietly forgotten, renegotiated early or allowed to fail in silence. Whether

breakdowns are met with blame or with learning. Whether assessments are grounded in real standards or

in politics and preference. These practices are mostly invisible until someone names them, which is why

people so easily confuse a request with a wish, or a promise with a vague intention. The operating system

taught them to.

The second layer is technologies, though not the kind your IT department manages. These are the tools

of coordination itself. The language people have, whether they can even tell a request from a suggestion.

The artifacts that hold commitments and make them visible. The rhythms, the standups and planning

cadences, that create reliable coordination rather than the appearance of it. In most companies these

arrive through habit and imitation, never through deliberate design.

The third and deepest layer is interpretations, the background meanings that quietly govern everything.

Is work understood as a transaction, a craft, or a calling. Is leadership command and control, or the

design of conditions for committed action. Is trust a matter of familiarity, or of demonstrated reliability,

sincerity, and competence. Is a breakdown a threat to be punished or a signal to learn from. These

interpretations live in mood, and mood decides what people can even see. In ambition, people see

openings. In resignation, the same people see futility.

I I I
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How you know it has broken
You do not need a diagnostic to feel a broken operating system. You feel it in three ways, and most

struggling companies are living in all three at once.

First, coordination fails. Work that should take weeks takes months. Rework is constant, escalations are

routine, meetings multiply while decisions stall. Everyone is busy and nothing moves. This is an

operating system that can no longer coordinate action.

Second, trust collapses. Cross-functional work starts to feel like negotiation between rival nations. Every

request needs insurance. Meetings swell as people attend for safety rather than purpose. Bold

commitments disappear, and so does innovation, because no one will risk a promise in a place where

promises are not safe. This is an operating system that can no longer hold trust.

Third, the mood degrades. Ambition curdles into resignation, care into cynicism, trust into fear. The

passive voice spreads through the company like a tell. It was decided. Mistakes were made. The

retrospectives name the same problems quarter after quarter and change no practice. This is an

operating system stuck in a mood that makes high performance simply impossible.

I V

How it is upgraded
The purpose of the operating system, as Chauncey Bell puts it, is to keep a company open to new

possibilities and capable of taking care of the ones it is acting on. To expand possibility, and to keep

promises. Upgrading it means working across all three layers at once, and it is real work, not a slogan.

You redesign the practices, so that requests carry clear conditions and ownership, promises are made

only when they can be kept and renegotiated early when they cannot, breakdowns become occasions for

learning rather than blame, and assessments are grounded in evidence. You install the technologies that

hold these practices in place, the registers and rhythms and escalation paths that protect integrity rather

than ego. And you shift the interpretations, which is the slowest and most important part, because

interpretations do not change through slogans. They change through demonstration. The leaders have to

use the new practices themselves, first and consistently, or nothing beneath them will move.
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Strategy is an application. The

operating system is the platform.

If the platform is broken, no

strategy and no AI initiative will

work.

This is why operating-system design is not an event you complete and forget. It is a continuing function

of leadership. The operating system that was right for a scrappy startup fails at enterprise scale. The one

built for efficiency fails the moment the market demands rapid experimentation. And every operating

system now has to contend with the rising presence of AI, which only amplifies whatever coordination a

company already has, or lacks.

V

The machine that matters most
You will spend a great deal this year on AI, on cloud, on analytics, and these things matter. But unless

you upgrade the operating system of work, the human one, your new applications will run like new code

on corrupted firmware. When the substrate is broken, nothing else works. When it is deliberately

designed, maintained, and upgraded, almost everything becomes possible.

So the real question is not whether to work on the operating system of your company. You already have

one, whether you designed it or not, and it is producing your results right now. The only question is

whether you will keep installing new applications on obsolete code, or begin the foundational work that

makes every other kind of transformation finally hold.

“When the substrate is broken,

nothing works. When it is designed,

everything becomes possible.”

S A Q I B  R A S O O L

This Briefing draws on the tradition of Fernando Flores and the work of Chauncey Bell, alongside Heidegger, Maturana

and Varela, and Austin and Searle. We offer it in their debt.

7 / 8 Copyright © 2025 Conceivian. All Rights Reserved.



For conversations and correspondence, write to care@conceivian.com.

To put this Briefing into practice, COROS AI holds this work and is ready to think through your situation with you, in

private. Begin exploring at app.coros.ai.

This is a work of authorship protected under the copyright laws of the U.S.A. It may not be reproduced or

republished without the express written consent of Conceivian.
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