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A  N O T E  B E F O R E  Y O U  R E A D

This work is offered for education and leadership development. It is not legal, financial, accounting, investment, medic‐
al or psychological advice; take the advice of a qualified professional who knows your circumstances. Companies and
events are described from the public record as the author understands it; characterisations are the author’s analysis. Ex‐
amples are illustrative, and no particular outcome is promised to any reader.

A B S T R A C T

Consider a simple question: who pays you, who do you serve, and what happens when the payer wants
the served party harmed? This is not a thought experiment; it's a description of the structural conflict
that every multi-sided business faces. Take, for instance, a credit rating agency. The agency is paid by
the issuer of the security being rated, but its ratings are meant to serve investors. If the issuer wants a
high rating to attract investors, but the agency knows the security is risky, what does it do? Before
2008, credit rating agencies operated under an issuer-pays model. Analysts inside these agencies knew
that their ratings had to be honest, but the structure could not reliably produce honest ratings. The
agencies were paid by the issuers, and there was a clear incentive to provide favorable ratings. The res‐
ult was a catastrophic failure of trust. The 2008 financial crisis revealed that many securities had been
given high ratings when they were actually very risky.
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The Structural Test

Consider a simple question: who pays you, who do you serve, and what happens when the payer wants the
served party harmed? This is not a thought experiment; it's a description of the structural conflict that
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every multi-sided business faces. Take, for instance, a credit rating agency. The agency is paid by the issuer
of the security being rated, but its ratings are meant to serve investors. If the issuer wants a high rating to
attract investors, but the agency knows the security is risky, what does it do?

Issuer-Pays Credit Ratings Before 2008

Before 2008, credit rating agencies operated under an issuer-pays model. Analysts inside these agencies
knew that their ratings had to be honest, but the structure could not reliably produce honest ratings. The
agencies were paid by the issuers, and there was a clear incentive to provide favorable ratings. The result
was a catastrophic failure of trust. The 2008 financial crisis revealed that many securities had been given
high ratings when they were actually very risky. The structure had produced a predictable outcome: agen‐
cies prioritized their revenue over their ratings' accuracy.

Payment for Order Flow

Another example of structural conflict is payment for order flow in financial services. Brokerages can earn
revenue by selling customer orders to high-frequency traders. This creates a conflict: the brokerage wants
to maximize its revenue, but it also wants to provide the best execution for its customers. Disclosing this
conflict does not remove it; it merely informs customers of its existence. The conflict remains, and custom‐
ers are left to wonder if their brokerage is prioritizing their interests or its own revenue.

Airbnb in March 2020

In March 2020, Airbnb faced a structural conflict. The COVID-19 pandemic had caused widespread travel
cancellations,  and many hosts were relying on Airbnb for income. When guests began canceling their
bookings, Airbnb decided to override host cancellation policies in favor of guests. This decision disadvant‐
aged hosts, who were already struggling financially. However, Airbnb also stood up a fund to compensate
hosts who had been overruled. By choosing a side and then paying for it, Airbnb demonstrated that it was
willing to take a financial hit to prioritize one constituency over the other.

Fiduciary Against Suitability

In financial services, there is a distinction between fiduciary and suitability standards. A fiduciary stand‐
ard requires advisers to act in their customers' best interests, while a suitability standard only requires
them to recommend products that are suitable for their customers. However, customers cannot possibly
tell the difference between these two standards at the point of sale. The distinction is crucial, but it is not
something that customers can easily understand.

business.hautelumiere.life/library/earned · business.hautelumiere.life

W H O S E  S I D E  Y O U  A R E  O N  W H E N  B O T H  S I D E S  P A I D  Y O U

5

https://business.hautelumiere.life/library/earned
https://business.hautelumiere.life/


DuckDuckGo's Search-Partner Carve-Out
H A U T E  L U M I È R E  ·  E A R N E D  ·  C H A P T E R  S I X

DuckDuckGo's Search-Partner Carve-Out

DuckDuckGo, a search engine, has a business model that prioritizes user privacy. However, it also has
search partners that provide results. In 2020, it was revealed that DuckDuckGo had a carve-out for certain
search partners, which allowed them to track users in ways that DuckDuckGo's own policies prohibited.
This exception was not announced; it was discovered by an outsider. The existence of this carve-out contra‐
dicts DuckDuckGo's whole position on user privacy.
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The Corrective Ladder

When conflicts arise, businesses can take several steps to address them. The corrective ladder, in order of
credibility, is:

Disclose: Inform customers of the conflict, but do not change the underlying structure.

Wall off: Separate the conflicting business units to prevent them from influencing each other.

Reprice: Adjust the revenue streams to align with the business's stated priorities.

Restructure: Change the underlying structure to eliminate the conflict.

Exit the line of business: If the conflict cannot be resolved, consider exiting the business altogether.

The Failure Mode

The failure mode for multi-sided businesses is to claim that they serve both sides equally, without taking
concrete steps to prioritize one side over the other. This is not a policy; it's a refusal to write one. When
conflicts arise, businesses must be willing to make difficult choices and prioritize one constituency over
the other.

The Turn

A  disclosed  conflict  is  not  a  managed  conflict.  Disclosure  transfers  responsibility  to  the  party  least
equipped to act on it, and is therefore closer to an abdication than a remedy. The only conflicts customers
can safely trust a business through are the ones it has made itself structurally unable to profit from. Every
credible move in this chapter shows up in revenue rather than in a policy document.

The Practice

To build trust in a multi-sided business, write the tie-breaker rule for the next time your two constituen‐
cies collide. Publish it to both parties and state plainly which side it disadvantages. If you cannot write it,
you have already chosen and simply not told anyone. This is not a theoretical exercise; it's a practical step
that can help you build trust with your customers.

The practice is not a checklist; it's a mindset. It requires you to think deeply about your business's structure
and how it creates conflicts. It requires you to prioritize one constituency over the other, even if it's diffi‐
cult or costly. And it requires you to be transparent about your choices, so that customers can trust you.

In the end, trust is not a feeling; it's a prediction that customers make about what your business will do
when its interests and theirs come apart. By making structural changes to prioritize your customers' in‐
terests, you can build trust that will last even when the going gets tough.
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...which is why the companies that have built trust as an asset have done so not by making a series of dis‐
crete, virtuous decisions, but by creating a system that makes those decisions automatic. This system is not
a set of policies or procedures, but a structure that governs how the company interacts with its customers
and makes decisions that affect them. It is a structure that is designed to produce trust, not just to commu‐
nicate it.

The structure of a company is not just a reflection of its values, but a mechanism for producing specific
outcomes. In the case of trust, the structure must be designed to produce decisions that prioritize the cus‐
tomer's interest over the company's own interest, even when those interests conflict. This requires a deep
understanding of the company's own motivations and biases, as well as a willingness to create systems that
counteract them.

One way to think about this is to consider the concept of "default" in decision-making. Defaults are the
automatic choices that are made when no other choice is specified. In the context of trust, the default
choice must be the one that prioritizes the customer's interest. This means that the company's systems and
structures must be designed to make that choice the easy one, the one that requires the least amount of ef‐
fort or deliberation.

For example, consider a company that offers a subscription-based service. When a customer signs up for
the service, they are presented with a default option for how their data will be used. If the default option is
to share their data with third parties, then that is the choice that most customers will make, simply be‐
cause it is the easy one. But if the default option is to not share their data, then that is the choice that most
customers will make, and the company will have created a system that prioritizes their trust.

This is not just a matter of "doing the right thing," but of creating a system that produces the right out‐
comes. It is a matter of designing a structure that governs how the company interacts with its customers
and makes decisions that affect them. It is a matter of creating a system that is transparent, accountable,
and fair.

In the end, trust is not just a feeling, but a prediction that customers make about what a company will do
when its interests and theirs come apart. It is a prediction that is based on the company's past behavior, as
well as its systems and structures. By creating a system that prioritizes the customer's interest, a company
can build trust that will last even when the going gets tough.

The key is to create a system that is designed to produce trust, not just to communicate it. This requires a
deep understanding of the company's own motivations and biases, as well as a willingness to create systems
that counteract them. It requires a willingness to prioritize the customer's interest over the company's own
interest, even when those interests conflict.

This is not an easy task, but it is a necessary one. In today's business environment, customers have more
choices than ever before, and they are increasingly willing to take their business elsewhere if they do not
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trust a company. By creating a system that prioritizes their trust, a company can build a loyal customer
base and create a sustainable competitive advantage.

The mechanism for producing trust is not a simple one, but it is a necessary one. It requires a deep under‐
standing of the company's own motivations and biases, as well as a willingness to create systems that coun‐
teract them. It requires a willingness to prioritize the customer's interest over the company's own interest,
even when those interests conflict.

One way to think about this is to consider the concept of " holarchy" in systems theory. A holarchy is a sys‐
tem of systems, where each system is nested within a larger one. In the context of trust, the holarchy is the
system of systems that governs how a company interacts with its customers and makes decisions that affect
them.

At the top of the holarchy is the company's overall mission and values. These are the guiding principles
that determine how the company will interact with its customers and make decisions that affect them. Be‐
low that are the company's policies and procedures, which are designed to implement the mission and val‐
ues.

But below that are the company's systems and structures, which are designed to produce specific outcomes.
These are the mechanisms that actually produce trust, by making decisions that prioritize the customer's
interest over the company's own interest.

For example, consider a company that has a mission to provide excellent customer service. That is a noble
goal, but it is not enough to simply state it. The company must create systems and structures that actually
produce excellent customer service, such as a customer service department that is empowered to make de‐
cisions and take action.

The holarchy of trust is not just a theoretical concept, but a practical one. It is a way of thinking about how
to create a system that produces trust, rather than just communicating it. It is a way of thinking about how
to prioritize the customer's interest over the company's own interest, even when those interests conflict.

In the end, trust is not just a feeling, but a prediction that customers make about what a company will do
when its interests and theirs come apart. It is a prediction that is based on the company's past behavior, as
well as its systems and structures. By creating a system that prioritizes the customer's interest, a company
can build trust that will last even when the going gets tough.

The asset of trust is not just a valuable one, but a necessary one. In today's business environment, custom‐
ers have more choices than ever before, and they are increasingly willing to take their business elsewhere if
they do not trust a company. By creating a system that prioritizes their trust, a company can build a loyal
customer base and create a sustainable competitive advantage.
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But building trust is not just a matter of creating a system that produces it. It is also a matter of creating a
culture that values it. This requires a deep understanding of the company's own motivations and biases, as
well as a willingness to create systems that counteract them.

It requires a willingness to prioritize the customer's interest over the company's own interest, even when
those interests conflict. It requires a willingness to be transparent, accountable, and fair. And it requires a
willingness to make decisions that are in the best interest of the customer, even if they are not in the best
interest of the company.

This is not an easy task, but it is a necessary one. By creating a system that prioritizes trust, a company can
build a loyal customer base and create a sustainable competitive advantage. And by creating a culture that
values trust, a company can ensure that it will continue to prioritize the customer's interest over its own,
even when those interests conflict.

A real test of this concept can be seen in how businesses handle mistakes and apologies. When a company
makes a mistake, it has a choice to make. It can try to cover it up, or it can own up to it and apologize. If it
chooses to own up to it and apologize, it can actually increase trust with its customers.

For example, consider a company that sells a product that has a defect. If the company tries to cover up the
defect, or if it simply offers a refund without apologizing, it can damage trust with its customers. But if the
company owns up to the defect, apologizes for it, and offers a refund or a replacement, it can actually in‐
crease trust with its customers.

This is because the company is showing that it is willing to prioritize the customer's interest over its own
interest. It is showing that it is willing to be transparent, accountable, and fair. And it is showing that it is
willing to make decisions that are in the best interest of the customer, even if they are not in the best in‐
terest of the company.

In the end, trust is not just a feeling, but a prediction that customers make about what a company will do
when its interests and theirs come apart. It is a prediction that is based on the company's past behavior, as
well as its systems and structures. By creating a system that prioritizes the customer's interest, a company
can build trust that will last even when the going gets tough.

And by being willing to own up to mistakes and apologize, a company can actually increase trust with its
customers. This is not just a matter of "doing the right thing," but of creating a system that produces the
right outcomes. It is a matter of designing a structure that governs how the company interacts with its cus‐
tomers and makes decisions that affect them.

The tie-breaker rule that we discussed earlier is a key part of this structure. It is a rule that governs how the
company will make decisions when its interests and the customer's interests conflict. By publishing this
rule and stating plainly which side it disadvantages, a company can build trust with its customers.
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For example, consider a company that offers a service that is free to customers, but is funded by advert‐
ising. In this case, the company has a conflict of interest. On the one hand, it wants to provide a good ser‐
vice to its customers. On the other hand, it wants to maximize its advertising revenue.

If the company is transparent about its conflict of interest, and if it publishes a tie-breaker rule that gov‐
erns how it will make decisions in this situation, it can build trust with its customers. For example, it
might say that it will prioritize the customer's interest over its advertising revenue, and that it will not use
customer data for advertising purposes.

By being transparent and by publishing a tie-breaker rule, the company can build trust with its customers.
It can show that it is willing to prioritize the customer's interest over its own interest, even when those in‐
terests conflict.

In the end, trust is not just a feeling, but a prediction that customers make about what a company will do
when its interests and theirs come apart. It is a prediction that is based on the company's past behavior, as
well as its systems and structures. By creating a system that prioritizes the customer's interest, a company
can build trust that will last even when the going gets tough.

The system of trust is not just a matter of creating a set of policies or procedures. It is a matter of creating
a structure that governs how the company interacts with its customers and makes decisions that affect
them. It is a matter of designing a system that produces trust, not just to communicate it.

And it is a matter of being willing to make decisions that are in the best interest of the customer, even if
they are not in the best interest of the company. This is not an easy task, but it is a necessary one. By creat‐
ing a system that prioritizes trust, a company can build a loyal customer base and create a sustainable com‐
petitive advantage.

The real is concrete and can be seen in companies like Patagonia, which has built a business around envir‐
onmental responsibility and transparency. The company is transparent about its supply chain and manu‐
facturing processes, and it has created a system that prioritizes the customer's interest over its own.

For example, Patagonia has a program called "Worn Wear," which encourages customers to repair and reuse
their products rather than discarding them. This program is not just a marketing gimmick, but a reflection
of the company's values and its commitment to sustainability.

By being transparent and by creating a system that prioritizes the customer's interest, Patagonia has built
trust with its customers. The company has shown that it is willing to prioritize the customer's interest over
its own interest, even when those interests conflict.

In the end, trust is not just a feeling, but a prediction that customers make about what a company will do
when its interests and theirs come apart. It is a prediction that is based on the company's past behavior, as
well as its systems and structures. By creating a system that prioritizes the customer's interest, a company
can build trust that will last even when the going gets tough.

business.hautelumiere.life/library/earned · business.hautelumiere.life

W H O S E  S I D E  Y O U  A R E  O N  W H E N  B O T H  S I D E S  P A I D  Y O U

11

https://business.hautelumiere.life/library/earned
https://business.hautelumiere.life/


The failure mode of this concept is when a company prioritizes its own interest over the customer's in‐
terest. This can happen when a company is not transparent about its conflicts of interest, or when it cre‐
ates systems that prioritize its own interest over the customer's.

For example, consider a company that sells customer data to third parties without disclosing it to its cus‐
tomers. This is a clear example of a company prioritizing its own interest over the customer's interest, and
it can damage trust with its customers.

But if a company is transparent about its conflicts of interest, and if it creates systems that prioritize the
customer's interest, it can build trust with its customers. By being willing to make decisions that are in the
best interest of the customer, even if they are not in the best interest of the company, a company can create
a sustainable competitive advantage.

The insight here is that trust is not just a feeling, but a prediction that customers make about what a com‐
pany will do when its interests and theirs come apart. It is a prediction that is based on the company's past
behavior, as well as its systems and structures. By creating a system that prioritizes the customer's interest,
a company can build trust that will last even when the going gets tough.

This insight reorganizes the material and provides a new perspective on how to build trust with customers.
It shows that trust is not just a matter of "doing the right thing," but of creating a system that produces the
right outcomes. And it shows that by prioritizing the customer's interest over its own, a company can cre‐
ate a sustainable competitive advantage.

In conclusion, trust is a critical asset for any company, and it is manufactured rather than communicated.
It is assembled inside pricing, disclosure, support authority, incident response, data handling, and conflict
structure, and destroyed in exactly those same places. By creating a system that prioritizes the customer's
interest, a company can build trust that will last even when the going gets tough.

The system of trust is not just a matter of creating a set of policies or procedures. It is a matter of creating
a structure that governs how the company interacts with its customers and makes decisions that affect
them. It is a matter of designing a system that produces trust, not just to communicate it.

And it is a matter of being willing to make decisions that are in the best interest of the customer, even if
they are not in the best interest of the company. This is not an easy task, but it is a necessary one. By creat‐
ing a system that prioritizes trust, a company can build a loyal customer base and create a sustainable com‐
petitive advantage.

The tie-breaker rule is a key part of this structure. It is a rule that governs how the company will make de‐
cisions when its interests and the customer's interests conflict. By publishing this rule and stating plainly
which side it disadvantages, a company can build trust with its customers.

In the end, trust is not just a feeling, but a prediction that customers make about what a company will do
when its interests and theirs come apart. It is a prediction that is based on the company's past behavior, as
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well as its systems and structures. By creating a system that prioritizes the customer's interest, a company
can build trust that will last even when the going gets tough.

Y O U R  P A G E

Chapter Six, carried forward. Which decision in front of you this week is a deposit, and what will it cost
you to make it?

The Briefs

Chapter Six, in instruments
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The Money Map: Who Pays You and Who You Serve, Drawn on One Page

A product manager at an insurance comparison site tells a journalist, in good faith, that the site works for
consumers. The journalist asks who pays for it. The answer — carriers, per policy sold, at rates that vary by
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carrier — takes four minutes to explain, and by minute two everyone in the room understands that nobody
inside the company had ever drawn the diagram.

The move: on a single page, draw every party that touches a transaction, every arrow of money with its dir‐
ection and size, and every promise you have made in writing. Then mark each place where an arrow of
money points one way and a promise points the other. Those marks are your conflict inventory. Not a risk
register — a map of the specific moments where doing right costs you revenue.

The mechanism is that conflicts of interest are almost never hidden from the organization; they are distrib‐
uted across it. Sales knows the carrier rate card. Product knows the ranking weights. Legal knows the dis‐
closure. Nobody holds all three, so nobody experiences the contradiction, and the contradiction survives
by being nobody's whole job. Putting it on one page collapses the distance. The page works only if it is
drawn by someone senior enough to see all the arrows and disinterested enough to draw them accurately —
a founder, a board member, or an outsider with subpoena-grade access to the contracts. It fails as a deleg‐
ated exercise, because the person who negotiated an arrow cannot be the person who marks it as a conflict.

The failure mode is the map as absolution. A team draws it, feels the discomfort, files it, and treats the
drawing as the work. Now there is a document proving the company knew — which is worse than not hav‐
ing drawn it, because in litigation and in journalism, documented and unremediated is the damning finding.
A map with no triage attached converts an ambiguity into an admission. If you are not prepared to change
something, do not draw it.

There is a second failure: drawing only the money. Attention is a payment. So is data, so is default place‐
ment, so is the ability to reach your users' inbox. Arrows that carry value but not currency are the ones that
go unmapped longest.

Today: open a blank page, write the name of your largest revenue source at the top, and underneath it
write the sentence your marketing uses to describe whose interest you serve. If those two lines sit comfort‐
ably together, you have not been honest about one of them.
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Conflict Triage: Disclose, Wall, Reprice, Restructure, Exit
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Conflict Triage: Disclose, Wall, Reprice, Restructure, Exit

You have a conflict inventory. Six items on it, and the reflexive answer to all six is a disclosure line in the
footer. That reflex is why disclosure has become the most-used and least-effective instrument in commer‐
cial ethics.
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The move: rank every conflict on a five-step ladder and force each one to the lowest rung that actually
neutralizes it. Disclose. Wall. Reprice. Restructure. Exit. Each rung costs more than the one before and
works more than the one before, and the entire discipline lies in refusing to stop at rung one because rung
one is free.

The ladder works because it maps to how much of the incentive survives the intervention. Disclosure leaves
the incentive fully intact and moves the burden to the customer — it is appropriate only where the cus‐
tomer can genuinely act on the information and the stakes are low. Walling separates the conflicted party
from the decision but leaves the firm's incentive intact, so it depends entirely on the wall being real: differ‐
ent reporting lines, different compensation, no shared bonus pool. Repricing changes what you earn so
that the conflicted outcome no longer pays better — flat fees instead of variable commissions, the same
take regardless of which option the customer picks. Restructuring changes who owns what, so the conflict
cannot re-form when leadership changes. Exit removes the line of business.

The diagnostic question for each rung: if the conflicted choice still pays more after this intervention, the interven‐
tion is theater. Run that test honestly and most items climb two rungs.

The failure mode is walls without pay separation. A firm builds an information barrier between its advis‐
ory arm and its trading arm, publishes the policy, and leaves both arms in the same firm-wide bonus pool.
Now everyone behind the wall has a personal financial stake in what the other side does, and the wall
blocks only the evidence, not the incentive. A barrier that stops information while leaving compensation
coupled makes the conflict harder to detect without making it smaller — you have improved your deniab‐
ility and nothing else.

The second failure is triaging once. Conflicts migrate. A repricing that neutralized an incentive in one rev‐
enue mix becomes decorative when the mix shifts. Re-run the ladder annually against the current revenue
split, not the one you had when you wrote the policy.

Today: take the conflict you are least comfortable defending in public, name which rung it currently sits
on, and write one sentence on what the next rung up would cost you in annual revenue. You now have a
price on your own integrity, which is the only number that makes the decision real.
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Two-Sided Tie-Breakers: Writing the Rule Before the Collision, Not After

A guest arrives at a rental and the place is not as listed. A seller ships an item and the buyer claims it never
came. A rider and a driver give irreconcilable accounts of the same ten minutes. In each case, the evidence
runs out before certainty does, and someone has to lose.
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The move: decide in advance, in writing, which side wins when evidence is genuinely ambiguous — and
publish the rule to both sides before either has a dispute. Not the process. The outcome. "When we cannot
determine what happened, the guest is refunded and the host is not penalized" is a tie-breaker. "We will in‐
vestigate thoroughly and reach a fair determination" is not; it is an announcement that the rule will be
written by whoever is in the room on the day.

The mechanism is that ambiguity is not rare — it is the modal dispute, because the cases with clear evid‐
ence resolve themselves. So the tie-breaker is not an edge case governing a handful of incidents; it is the ac‐
tual policy, applied constantly, and if it is unwritten it will drift toward whichever side has more commer‐
cial leverage. Sellers who complain louder, hosts who own more inventory, advertisers who spend more.
Writing it down converts a thousand quiet capitulations into one visible commitment. And publishing it
to both sides is what gives it teeth: the losing side cannot claim surprise, and the winning side cannot
claim credit for a favor.

The condition is that the rule must be costly to you in a predictable direction. A tie-breaker that always favors
the side you were going to favor anyway documents your bias rather than constraining it. The one that
builds trust names a party you will lose money by protecting.

The failure mode is the tie-breaker with a silent override for volume. The rule says buyers win ambiguous
claims — except that accounts above a certain GMV threshold get routed to partner management, where
the rule quietly does not apply. This is the most common shape of platform dishonesty, and it is fatal on
discovery because it proves the published rule was never the operating rule. If you need a large-account ex‐
ception, publish it: "hosts above 20 properties get a human review stage" is defensible. The unpublished ver‐
sion is not.

Today: find your three most frequent dispute types, and for each, write the single sentence that says who
wins when you cannot tell. If your support team already knows the answer and it is not written anywhere,
you have discovered that you have a policy nobody chose.

B R I E F  6 . 4

Fiduciary Language Without Fiduciary Duty: Auditing Your Own Advice
Claims

Your homepage says we're on your side. Your app calls its output a recommendation. Your reps are titled ad‐
visors. Your terms of service say you provide information only, make no representation as to suitability, and
act solely as a distributor for participating providers. Both of these documents are approved. They describe
different companies.
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The move: extract every word in your customer-facing surface that implies a duty of loyalty, put it next to
what your contracts actually obligate you to do, and resolve every gap in one direction — either raise the
obligation to match the language, or lower the language to match the obligation. Do not leave a single one
unresolved on the theory that the disclaimer covers you.

The mechanism runs through what the words do to the customer's own diligence. Language of loyalty —
advisor, your side, we'll find you the best, trusted — is not decorative; it functions as a substitute for the cus‐
tomer's independent checking. A person who believes they are being advised stops comparison shopping.
That is the entire commercial value of the language, which is why marketing reaches for it, and it is also
precisely why using it without the corresponding duty is a transfer of risk rather than a communication.
You have induced reliance and then disclaimed the reliance in a document nobody reads. Courts and regu‐
lators in several jurisdictions have moved in this direction for exactly this reason, but the point stands in‐
dependent of enforcement: the customer's trust is real, the duty is not, and the gap between them is un‐
compensated risk sitting on the customer's side of the table.

The failure mode is resolving downward and stopping there. A firm strips out advisor, replaces it with sales
representative, adds a clear disclosure, and congratulates itself on honesty — while every incentive, script,
and workflow still produces advice-shaped conversations. The customer experiences counsel and reads a la‐
bel. Words are the cheapest layer to change and the least load-bearing; if the interaction is advisory in sub‐
stance, honest labeling does not fix it. It just means the deception is now unattributable to any single sen‐
tence.

The harder resolution, and usually the right one where the customer genuinely cannot evaluate the product
themselves, is upward: accept a written suitability standard, and pay for the compliance cost out of the
margin the loyalty language was earning you.

Today: print your five highest-traffic pages and circle every word that would make a reasonable person
stop shopping around. Count them. That number is what you are currently promising for free.
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Take Rate as a Trust Variable: What Your Commission Says to the Side
Paying It

A restaurant sees a delivery platform's line item and does the arithmetic: on a modest-margin entrée, the
commission exceeds the profit. The restaurant does not read your values page. It reads the percentage, and
the percentage tells it what you think the relationship is.

The move: treat the take rate as a published statement about the value you add, not as a private pricing de‐
cision — set it against a defensible account of what you do for the side paying it, and disclose the rate and
its logic to that side. If you cannot articulate what the payer receives in proportion to the percentage, the
number is not a price; it is a measure of how little choice they have.

The mechanism is that a take rate is the only number in a two-sided business that both sides can independ‐
ently compute. Buyers see the price. Sellers see the deposit. Anyone can subtract. That arithmetic is hap‐
pening whether or not you participate in it, and it produces a conclusion about your character that is very
hard to displace afterward, because it feels derived rather than told — the seller worked it out themselves.
Trust built on a rate the seller can explain to their own accountant survives a bad quarter. Trust built on a
rate the seller experiences as extraction evaporates the moment an alternative appears, and it funds the al‐
ternative in the meantime: high take rates are the single most reliable predictor of a marketplace's suppli‐
ers organizing, disintermediating, or defecting en masse.

The condition is genuine value delivery. A high rate is defensible where the platform demonstrably origin‐
ates demand the seller could not reach, carries real risk, or performs expensive work. It is indefensible
where the platform has become a tollbooth on a relationship the seller built.

The failure mode is rate opacity through unbundling. Base commission drops to a headline number, and
the difference reappears as service fees, placement charges, payment processing, mandatory advertising,
and fulfillment surcharges — each individually justifiable, collectively a rate the seller cannot compute.
This is worse than a high transparent rate, because you have converted a pricing disagreement into a dis‐
covery that you were hiding something. Sellers who feel deceived organize; sellers who feel expensively
served negotiate.

Today: compute your all-in effective take rate — every fee, as a percentage of gross transaction value — for
your median seller. If that number surprises you, it has been surprising them for longer.
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The Outsider Audit: Paying Someone to Find Your Quiet Exceptions Before a
Journalist Does

Every platform of any size has them: the whitelist of accounts exempt from a rule, the manual override
queue, the partner whose listings never get downranked, the support macro that grants refunds nobody
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else can get. None of them were created maliciously. Each solved a real problem on a real Tuesday. Collect‐
ively they are the story that ends your reputation.

The move: hire someone with no stake in the outcome, give them read access to the exception mechanisms
themselves — the override tables, the exempt-account flags, the escalation queues, the manual adjustment
logs — and pay them to write the most damaging accurate article they can. Then fix what they find, before
someone writes it for free.

The mechanism is adversarial framing. Ordinary internal audit asks are we compliant with our policy, and ex‐
ceptions are usually policy-compliant,  because someone with authority approved them. The journalist's
question is different: does the published rule describe the operating reality. Those two questions have different
answers at every company that has ever been embarrassed. Only an outsider can ask the second one cred‐
ibly, because insiders know the justification for each exception and the justification is what blinds them —
the exception feels like context, not like a finding. The auditor must be paid enough that the engagement
matters to them, and contracted so they cannot be quietly dismissed mid-engagement; an auditor whose
renewal depends on the finding being small will find a small finding.

The condition that makes this work is that the report goes to the board unedited. If management can re‐
vise it, you have bought a document rather than a diagnosis.

The failure mode is scoping the audit away from the exception machinery. The engagement letter says "re‐
view our marketplace fairness policies," the auditor reviews the policies, the policies are excellent, and the
override table is never opened because nobody mentioned it existed. You will have paid for a certificate
that raises the stakes of the eventual story — audited and still doing it is a headline. The scope must name
systems, not principles: give them the database, not the deck.

Today: ask your engineering lead one question — what tables or flags let us exempt a specific account from a
rule? Do not ask why. Just get the list of mechanisms. You cannot audit an exception you do not know how
to make.
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When You Choose the Guest: Compensating the Side You Just Overruled

You resolved an ambiguous dispute in favor of the buyer, per your tie-breaker. The seller is not a fraudster.
They are a person who almost certainly did nothing wrong, who has now lost the sale, the item, and the
shipping cost, and who has just learned what your platform does to them when things go sideways.
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The move: pay the overruled party out of your own margin whenever you rule against them on ambiguity
rather than on evidence. Not a coupon. Not credits. The actual loss, absorbed by you, with a message that
says explicitly: we could not determine what happened, we resolved it in the buyer's favor because that is
our published rule, and because you did nothing wrong, we are covering it.

The mechanism is that the tie-breaker in Brief 6.3 solves the buyer's trust problem by creating a seller's
trust problem, and most platforms simply never address the second one — they let the seller absorb the
cost of the platform's own evidentiary limitation. That is the quiet injustice at the heart of two-sided arbit‐
ration: the loss is not caused by the seller's conduct, it is caused by your inability to know, and you have
made your ignorance into their expense. Paying for it puts the cost of your limitation where it belongs and
converts the most trust-destroying moment on the seller side into the most trust-building one. It also gives
you a live, priced signal of how bad your evidence infrastructure is: the compensation line on your P&L is
the cost of not knowing, and it will fund the tracking, verification, and documentation improvements that
reduce it.

The condition is that it must be visibly automatic and rule-driven, not discretionary. A goodwill payment
granted case by case teaches sellers to escalate; an automatic one teaches them the system is fair.

The failure mode is compensation without a fraud gate. Pay every overruled seller unconditionally and you
have advertised a scheme: coordinate a false buyer claim, the buyer gets refunded, the seller gets com‐
pensated, both sides are whole and you paid twice. The gate must be pattern-based rather than case-based
— compensation for accounts whose dispute rate sits within normal range, withheld above a threshold,
with the threshold published. Judging each case individually reintroduces exactly the discretion the tie-
breaker was designed to remove.

Today: pull the last month of disputes you resolved against sellers, and count how many turned on evid‐
ence versus how many turned on absence of it. The second number is your bill.
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Referral Fees and Recommendations: The Cleanest Disclosure You Can
Actually Write

The disclosure at the bottom of the page reads: We may receive compensation from some of the providers featured
on this site. This may affect the placement and order of products. Every word is true. It tells the reader nothing
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they can use. May, some, may affect — three hedges in twenty-two words, each one removing a piece of the
fact.

The move: replace conditional disclosure with specific disclosure, at the point of the recommendation. Not
a footer. Next to the name of the thing you recommended, in the same visual weight as the recommenda‐
tion itself:  We are paid $310 by this provider if you sign up. We are paid $95 by the provider ranked second, and
nothing by the one ranked fourth.

The mechanism is that vague disclosure does not merely fail to inform — it can perform worse than silence.
It signals candor, which raises trust, while conveying no fact the reader can act on. The reader comes away
believing they have been told, and behaves as though they have evaluated the conflict, when they have eval‐
uated a hedge. Specific, comparative, point-of-decision disclosure works differently: it hands the reader the
one number that lets them discount your advice by the right amount. And it is self-policing in a way no
policy statement is. Once you have to print the spread between what the top-ranked provider pays and
what the fourth pays, the spread starts to shrink — because nobody wants to publish a ranking that reads
like an auction result. The disclosure disciplines the pricing, which is the actual benefit.

The condition is that the numbers must be real and current. A range ("$50–$400") reintroduces the hedge.
If your commercial terms are too complex to state in a sentence, that complexity is itself the finding.

The failure mode is disclosure as license. A firm publishes precise, honest, comparative numbers — and
then treats the disclosure as having purchased the right to rank by payment. It has not. Disclosure informs
the customer; it does not transfer the duty. A reader who is told the top result paid the most and picks it
anyway has not consented to bad advice, because they had no way to know what the  right answer was,
which is the only thing they came to you for. Specificity is the minimum, not the resolution. Where the
customer genuinely cannot evaluate, disclosure belongs to rung one of Brief 6.2, and you should be climb‐
ing.

Today: take your current disclosure sentence and delete every instance of the word "may." Read what re‐
mains. If it is now false, you know what you have been doing.
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Algorithmic Ranking as a Conflict: Who Wins When Sponsored Meets Relevant
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Algorithmic Ranking as a Conflict: Who Wins When Sponsored Meets
Relevant

A merchant pays for placement. Another merchant's product is objectively the better match for the query
— cheaper, closer, better reviewed, in stock. The ranking function has to produce one list, and somewhere
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in that function is a line of code that decides which of these two considerations bends. That line was prob‐
ably written by a growth engineer optimizing a quarterly revenue target, and it is your most consequential
trust decision.

The move: give sponsored placement a hard ceiling expressed in relevance terms, not in slot counts — pay‐
ment may move a result up only within a band of genuine suitability, and never past a result that beats it
on the customer's stated criteria. A paid result can win a tie. It cannot win a mismatch. Encode the ceiling
as a constraint in the ranking system itself, tested in CI, not as a guideline in a product doc.

The mechanism is that ranking conflicts are unlike disclosed conflicts in one decisive respect: the customer
cannot inspect the counterfactual. They cannot see the result that would have been first. Every other con‐
flict in this chapter leaves the customer some ability to check — a second quote, a competing offer, an out‐
side opinion. Ranking leaves none, which is why it degrades so quietly and so far. There is no complaint
signal, because dissatisfaction shows up as a slightly worse purchase, not as a grievance. So the constraint
has to be structural: a number in the system that cannot be moved by a quarterly target, changeable only
by a named decision at a level where the reputational cost is felt. The "slots" approach — three sponsored
results at the top, clearly labeled — is weaker than it looks, because it says nothing about whether those
three are suitable at all.

The failure mode is relevance scores that are themselves purchasable. The ceiling holds, formally, while the
inputs to relevance quietly absorb commercial signals:  conversion rate, platform margin, fulfillment by
you, ad spend as a proxy for "merchant quality." Now payment influences rank through the back door and
the constraint reports green. Audit the feature list of your relevance model specifically for terms that cor‐
relate with what merchants pay you. Any that do belong in the sponsored channel, disclosed, or out of the
model.

Today: run your top twenty queries, and for each, note the position of the result you would personally re‐
commend to a friend. If it is below the fold on more than a few, your ranking already answered this ques‐
tion without you.

B R I E F  6 .1 0

The Exit Decision: Killing a Profitable Line Because You Cannot Be Trusted
Inside It

The line makes money. It has a team, a roadmap, and defenders in every meeting. It also sits in a position
where your interest and your customer's interest are structurally opposed, and you have climbed the whole
ladder — disclosed, walled, repriced, restructured — and the conflict is still there, because the conflict is
the business model.
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The move: leave. Announce it, wind it down on a stated timeline, and say publicly and specifically why: not
"to focus on our core," but "we could not build a version of this we could be trusted inside." Take the reven‐
ue hit in one quarter rather than the reputation leak across ten years.

The mechanism is that structural conflicts do not decay; they compound, because every year inside one
produces more decisions made under it, more people whose compensation depends on it, and more institu‐
tional skill at not looking at it directly. The exit is the only move on the ladder that is irreversible in the
right direction — every other rung can be quietly walked back by a successor under pressure, and usually
is, because the incentive outlived the intervention. And the announcement is not decoration: stating the
reason publicly is what makes re-entry expensive for whoever holds the chair next. That is the whole point.
You are not just removing a conflict, you are spending your own future flexibility to guarantee its removal
— which is precisely the kind of expensive, costly-to-reverse decision that produces trust in the first place.

The second-order return is usually larger than the loss. A company that has visibly killed a profitable line
over a conflict has purchased something no marketing budget can: evidence. Every subsequent claim it
makes about whose side it is on now has a demonstration behind it, and demonstrations are what custom‐
ers actually price.

The failure mode is exiting the label while keeping the economics. The division closes; the same revenue re‐
appears as a partnership, a referral arrangement, a minority stake in the buyer, or a licensing deal with the
acquirer of the assets you just sold. You have kept the money and spent the announcement, which means
the eventual discovery is not a conflict story but a lying story — a strictly worse category, and one that
contaminates the honest exits you make later. If you exit, exit the cash flow.

Today: name the line of business you would be most reluctant to have explained accurately, in detail, by a
well-informed critic. Write down its annual contribution margin. That is the price of the trust you are not
currently able to earn.
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The essays · Chapter Six
H A U T E  L U M I È R E  ·  E A R N E D  ·  C H A P T E R  S I X

The Essays

Five assignments for the long evening

E S S A Y  6 .1

The prompt The moment a marketplace matches buyer and seller, it exercises power over the match; to
claim neutrality is to hide that exercise, and the claim fails the moment the match benefits one side at the
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expense of the other, forcing the question whether a multi-sided business can ever hold the trust of both
sides simultaneously, or whether trust is necessarily allocated to the side whose survival depends on the
platform, and if the latter, on what defensible principle that allocation rests beyond the platform's own
revenue dependency. Trust is not a shared resource in a multi-sided system; it is a claim on the platform's
fiduciary architecture, and the platform either subsidizes the weaker side to preserve liquidity or abandons
it to preserve margin, making the question not whether trust can be held by both, but whether the plat‐
form's architecture forces an allocation that the side losing the allocation will recognize as illegitimate, and
whether there exists a principle of allocation—such as the principle of maximum vulnerability, or the prin‐
ciple of systemic contribution—that can justify a partial trust without triggering a death spiral of the dis‐
advantaged side's exit.

What a serious answer has to do The essay must establish that neutrality is a structural impossibility in any
system where the platform sets the rules of engagement and captures the value, because the act of setting
rules is the act of favoring, and the essay must show the mechanism by which this favoring becomes visible
to the disadvantaged side as a breach of contract rather than a market outcome. It must argue past the
cheap answer of "platform discretion" by demonstrating that discretion without a binding principle is in‐
distinguishable from extraction, and it must propose a mechanism for allocation that survives the failure
mode of the disadvantaged side's collective exit. The essay must ground this in a case where a platform at‐
tempted to hold both sides and failed, or succeeded only by making the allocation explicit and renegotiat‐
ing the revenue structure to reflect the new trust distribution.

Where to look The essay should examine cases where platforms faced a liquidity crisis caused by the exit of
one side, such as the de-platforming of small merchants by payment processors during political controver‐
sies, or the rider-driver tensions at Uber following the wage cuts in the UK and the subsequent legal reclas‐
sification, looking for how the platforms managed the trust allocation in the aftermath. It should look at
the mechanism of "algorithmic governance" in credit rating agencies during the 2008 crisis, where the is‐
suers-pays model allocated trust to the issuers and destroyed trust with the investors, and how the Dodd-
Frank Act attempted to force a reallocation through the creation of NRSRO oversight, noting the failure
modes of that reallocation. The essay should also study the "Buy Box" mechanics of Amazon, where the
platform explicitly allocates trust to the side that meets its velocity and service metrics, and analyze how
sellers adapt their behavior to game the allocation, revealing the true principle of the platform's trust.

The length 2,500 words minimum.
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E S S A Y  6 . 2

The prompt Conflict disclosure has become the standard regulatory remedy across finance, medicine, and
media, yet the mechanism fails because disclosure assumes that information asymmetry is the engine of
conflict rather than the alignment of revenue streams, and the prompt requires arguing that disclosure is
the weakest instrument available — a ritual that allows the conflict to persist while shifting liability to the
victim — and proposing a concrete replacement, such as fee pooling, fiduciary escrow, or structural separa‐
tion of revenue, in one named industry where the harm is measurable and the alternative is technically
feasible. The essay must demonstrate that disclosure is a failure mode of moral hazard, inverting the in‐
centive to resolve the conflict by making the conflict the source of value, and it must show that no amount
of transparency can repair a relationship where the advisor's compensation is a function of the conflict's
resolution, because the advisor has a structural incentive to prolong or amplify the conflict, and the essay
must propose a mechanism that breaks this causal link by rearranging the money itself.

What a serious answer has to do The essay must establish that disclosure is not a remedy but a liability
shield, and it must show the mechanism by which disclosure fails: it provides cover for the conflict without
removing the incentive to exploit it, and it places the burden of vigilance on the party with less power and
less information, which is a recipe for exploitation rather than resolution. It must argue past the cheap an‐
swer of "better disclosure" by demonstrating that better disclosure is just more effective theater, and it
must propose a mechanism that aligns the advisor's revenue with the outcome the client values, not the
outcome that generates the fee. The essay must name a specific industry, such as the credit rating agencies,
the legal sector, or the healthcare insurance liaison industry, and propose a replacement mechanism that
has been tested, or at least modeled, in that industry, showing how the mechanism works, what conditions
it requires, and what its failure modes are.

Where to look The essay should examine the history of conflict management in the credit rating agencies,
where the issuers-pays model led to the collapse of trust during the 2008 financial crisis, and where the re‐
placement mechanisms, such as the SEC's creation of Nationally Recognized Statistical Rating Organiza‐
tions and the subsequent Dodd-Frank reforms, attempted to introduce competition and liability but failed
to fully break the revenue-conflict link, providing a case where the replacement was partial and the failure
modes are evident. It should also look at the legal industry's struggle with alternative fee arrangements,
where some firms have moved to flat-fee or value-based billing, and how this change affects the lawyer's in‐
centive structure, noting the cases where this has worked and the cases where it has led to under-servicing.
The essay should study the "pharmacy benefit manager" industry, where the conflict between rebates and
list prices is disclosed but not resolved, and where proposed mechanisms such as "pass-through" rebates are
being implemented, analyzing whether these mechanisms actually align the interests of the payer and the
patient, or whether they simply shift the conflict to a new layer of the system.
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The length 2,500 words minimum.

E S S A Y  6 . 3

The prompt When a marketplace makes a decision that disadvantages one side to preserve the whole — a
de-listing, a fee hike, a change in terms that breaks a user's livelihood — it incurs a debt that money alone
cannot settle, and the prompt asks what the platform owes that side beyond compensation, whether pay‐
ment can repair a relationship or only settle it, and whether there exists a form of restitution, such as
shared governance, algorithmic transparency, or the transfer of data, that acknowledges the structural viol‐
ence of the platform's power while allowing the relationship to continue without the resentment that des‐
troys trust. The essay must distinguish between settlement, which buys silence and preserves the status
quo, and repair, which changes the relationship structure and acknowledges the harm, and it must show
that money is a point transaction, whereas trust is a temporal accumulation, and that you cannot buy back
history with a lump sum. The essay must argue that the platform owes the disadvantaged side a mechanism
to prevent the recurrence of the harm, such as a seat on a governance council, a right to audit the al‐
gorithm, or a transfer of the user's data to a competitor, and it must show that without such mechanisms,
the platform is extracting a "trust tax" from the disadvantaged side, eroding the network's long-term value
for short-term margin.

What a serious answer has to do The essay must establish that trust is a function of predictability and
voice, and that when a platform exercises its power unilaterally, it destroys both, and the essay must show
how restitution can restore these elements without requiring the platform to surrender its core business
model. It must argue past the cheap answer of "apology" or "compensation" by demonstrating that these are
insufficient when the harm is structural, and it must propose mechanisms that give the disadvantaged side
a stake in the mechanism of harm, such as shared governance or data portability, and show how these
mechanisms work in practice. The essay must name cases where platforms have faced crises with their
users, such as the Airbnb host deactivations, the Uber driver strikes, or the YouTube creator fund contro‐
versies, and analyze how the platforms responded, what was offered, and what the long-term impact was
on the trust of the disadvantaged side. The essay must also consider the failure mode of restitution, where
the mechanisms are too costly to implement, or where they are gamed by the platform to maintain control,
and show how to design restitution that survives these failure modes.
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Where to look The essay should examine the case of Airbnb's handling of host deactivations, where the
platform's algorithmic de-listing led to a crisis of trust with hosts, and how Airbnb responded with the
"Host Guarantee" and the creation of a host advisory council, analyzing whether these measures repaired
the relationship or merely settled the dispute, and noting the failure modes of these measures, such as the
continued prevalence of arbitrary de-listings. It should also look at the case of YouTube's demonetization
policies, where the platform's changes to its algorithm led to a crisis of trust with creators, and how You‐
Tube responded with the "Creator  Fund"  and the introduction of  "Community  Guidelines,"  analyzing
whether these measures repaired the relationship or merely settled the dispute,  and noting the failure
modes of these measures, such as the continued prevalence of arbitrary demonetizations. The essay should
study the case of Uber's driver reclassification, where the platform faced a crisis of trust with drivers, and
how Uber responded with the "Driver Advisory Board" and the introduction of "fare transparency," analyz‐
ing whether these measures repaired the relationship or merely settled the dispute, and noting the failure
modes of these measures, such as the continued prevalence of arbitrary deactivations.

The length 2,500 words minimum.

E S S A Y  6 . 4

The prompt Platform neutrality is incoherent because every ranking decision is a side taken — the al‐
gorithm elevates some offers and buries others based on a hidden utility function that optimizes for en‐
gagement, revenue, or some other metric, and the prompt argues that the remedy is not transparency re‐
ports, which are easily gamed, but a mandate for "ranking expressivity" or "competitive bidding on relev‐
ance" that forces the platform to reveal the price of visibility, making the neutrality claim collapse under
the weight of its own mechanics and replacing it with a system where the side disadvantaged by the rank‐
ing can see the mechanism and bid against it, or where the platform is forced to run parallel ranking sets
for the user to choose. The essay must show that ranking is not a neutral curation but a sale of attention,
and that the platform's claim to neutrality is a camouflage for arbitrage, and the essay must argue that hon‐
esty requires treating ranking as a transaction, not a judgment, and that the platform must disclose the
weights of its ranking algorithm, or the price of visibility, and allow users to choose the ranking set that
best serves their interests, or allow sellers to bid for visibility within the ranking set.

What a serious answer has to do The essay must establish that ranking is a product, and that the platform
sells attention, and that the platform's claim to neutrality is a lie, and the essay must show the mechanism
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by which this lie is maintained: by hiding the weights and the prices, and by presenting the ranking as or‐
ganic, and the essay must argue that the remedy is to force the platform to treat ranking as a transaction,
and to disclose the weights and the prices, and to allow users and sellers to participate in the ranking pro‐
cess. It must argue past the cheap answer of "transparency reports" by demonstrating that transparency re‐
ports are easily gamed, and that they do not give users or sellers the power to influence the ranking, and it
must propose mechanisms that give users and sellers this power, such as "ranking expressivity" or "compet‐
itive bidding on relevance," and show how these mechanisms work in practice. The essay must name cases
where  platforms  have  faced  criticism  for  their  ranking  algorithms,  such  as  Google's  Shopping  case,
Amazon's Buy Box, or Facebook's News Feed changes, and analyze how the platforms responded, what was
offered, and what the long-term impact was on the trust of the users and sellers.

Where to look The essay should examine the case of Google's Shopping antitrust trial, where the European
Commission found that Google favored its own shopping service in its search results, and how Google re‐
sponded by introducing "shopping ads" and "shopping tabs," analyzing whether these measures repaired the
relationship or merely settled the dispute, and noting the failure modes of these measures, such as the con‐
tinued prevalence of Google's self-preferencing. It should also look at the case of Amazon's Buy Box, where
the platform's algorithm allocates visibility to sellers who meet its velocity and service metrics, and how
sellers have adapted their behavior to game the allocation, revealing the true principle of the platform's
trust, and the essay should analyze how Amazon has responded to criticism of the Buy Box, and what
measures it has taken to address the concerns of sellers. The essay should study the case of Facebook's News
Feed changes, where the platform's algorithm prioritizes content from friends and family over content
from pages, and how pages have adapted their behavior to game the algorithm, and the essay should ana‐
lyze how Facebook has responded to criticism of the News Feed, and what measures it has taken to address
the concerns of pages and users.

The length 2,500 words minimum.

E S S A Y  6 . 5

The prompt The standard view holds that an intermediary cannot profitably reprice itself out of a struc‐
tural conflict without a regulator moving the whole industry at once, because the side that profits from the
conflict will subsidize its price to capture volume, and the intermediary that refuses to take that side's
money loses the volume and dies, yet the prompt asks for an argument that this is not inevitable, that a
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platform can reprice by decoupling its revenue from the conflict — for example, by charging the side that
benefits from the status quo while subsidizing the side that is exploited, or by shifting to a user-pays model
— and demands a case where one intermediary successfully did so, or where the attempt failed and why the
failure mode reveals the boundary conditions for profitable decoupling. The essay must show that decoup‐
ling is possible, but only under specific conditions, such as when the network is bifurcated, or when the in‐
termediary has a unique value proposition that cannot be replicated by the side that profits from the con‐
flict, and the essay must argue that the intermediary must make the decoupling visible to users, and must
build a brand that signals its commitment to the decoupled model, and must create a community of users
who value the decoupled model and are willing to pay a premium for it.

What a serious answer has to do The essay must establish that decoupling is possible, but only when the in‐
termediary can create a "moat" around the decoupled model, such as through network effects, brand repu‐
tation, or regulatory capture, and the essay must show the mechanism by which decoupling works: by char‐
ging the side that benefits from the conflict, and by subsidizing the side that is exploited, and by building
a brand that signals this commitment to users. It must argue past the cheap answer of "niche marketing" by
demonstrating that niche marketing is not enough to survive the subsidy war from the side that profits
from the conflict, and it must propose mechanisms that create a moat around the decoupled model, such
as regulatory approval, user community, or technological innovation. The essay must name a case where an
intermediary successfully decoupled, such as a fee-only financial advisor, a flat-fee legal firm, or a user-pays
platform, and analyze how the intermediary achieved decoupling, what the failure modes were, and what
the boundary conditions were. The essay must also consider the case where decoupling failed, and analyze
why it failed, and what lessons can be learned for intermediaries who wish to decouple.

Where to look The essay should examine the case of "Betterment," a robo-advisor that shifted to a user-pays
model, decoupling its revenue from the assets under management, and how it built a brand around this
commitment, and how it survived the subsidy war from traditional brokers, and the essay should analyze
the failure modes of this model, such as the difficulty of scaling, and the competition from free services. It
should also look at the case of "LegalZoom," a legal tech platform that shifted to a flat-fee model, decoup‐
ling its revenue from the complexity of the legal matter, and how it built a brand around this commitment,
and how it survived the subsidy war from traditional law firms, and the essay should analyze the failure
modes of this model, such as the risk of under-servicing, and the competition from low-cost providers. The
essay should study the case of "Mint," a personal finance platform that shifted to a user-pays model, de‐
coupling its revenue from the financial products it recommends, and how it built a brand around this com‐
mitment, and how it survived the subsidy war from banks and credit card companies, and the essay should
analyze the failure modes of this model, such as the difficulty of monetization, and the competition from
free services.

The length 2,500 words minimum.
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