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A NOTE BEFORE YOU READ

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.

ABSTRACT

Most of a company's decisions are made under conditions so similar to each other that they carry al-
most no information. The pricing call in Q2 resembles the pricing call in Q3. A customer watching ten
of those learns roughly what they learned from one. The series that actually generates trust is much
shorter than the decision log, because only four kinds of event supply the variation that makes a re-
peated answer meaningful. The first is the acquisition. When a company changes hands, every promise
it made is up for renegotiation by a party who did not make it and who paid a price premised on ex-
tracting more than the seller was extracting. Customers know this, which is why acquisition announce-
ments are followed by a measurable pause in commitment — renewals slow, integrations stall, procure-
ment adds a clause. The answer being tested is: does the promise survive a change in the identity of the
promiser? For most acquisitions it does not, and the erosion is usually not announced. Terms of service

get revised. The support number routes differently.
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The four events that make the record

Most of a company's decisions are made under conditions so similar to each other that they carry almost
no information. The pricing call in Q2 resembles the pricing call in Q3. A customer watching ten of those
learns roughly what they learned from one. The series that actually generates trust is much shorter than the

decision log, because only four kinds of event supply the variation that makes a repeated answer meaning-

ful.

The first is the acquisition. When a company changes hands, every promise it made is up for renegotiation
by a party who did not make it and who paid a price premised on extracting more than the seller was ex-
tracting. Customers know this, which is why acquisition announcements are followed by a measurable
pause in commitment — renewals slow, integrations stall, procurement adds a clause. The answer being
tested is: does the promise survive a change in the identity of the promiser? For most acquisitions it does
not, and the erosion is usually not announced. Terms of service get revised. The support number routes dif-
ferently. The free tier that was a philosophy under the founder becomes a customer-acquisition cost under

the owner, and customer-acquisition costs get optimised.

The second is the down quarter. Restraint under abundance is not restraint; it is surplus. The rule you de-
clined to break when you were beating plan tells the customer nothing about the rule you will decline to
break when you are eleven percent short with two weeks left. This is Why trust and financial slack are en-
tangled in a way most operators refuse to look at directly: a company with no margin cannot generate the
data, because it will always have a reason. The firms with long trust positions almost invariably have some
structural cushion — an owner who doesn't need the quarter, a cost base that flexes, a category position

that lets them lose a deal — and they spend that cushion buying data points nobody else can afford.

The third is the activist, or its equivalent: any external party with the power to force reconsideration of a
costly commitment and no exposure to the consequence of removing it. Activists are underrated as trust
instruments precisely because they are adversarial. They locate the expensive promises with great efhi-
ciency, name them in public as waste, and demand a defence. A company that defends a costly promise in a
proxy fight has produced an unusually clean signal, because the cost of defending it was itemised in a slide

deck by someone motivated to make it look absurd.

The fourth is succession. Every commitment that lives in a person dies with that person's tenure, and the
market prices this immediately. The question at a founder transition is never whether the new executive is
competent. It is whether the thing the old one protected was a preference or a structure. If the answer was
housed in judgment, the series terminates the day the judgment leaves the building — and everyone down-

stream will find out over the following eighteen months, one exception at a time.
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Drift, which is what actually happens

Almost nobody breaks a promise. What happens instead is a sequence, and the sequence is composed en-

tirely of individually defensible decisions.

The shape is always the same. In year one somebody introduces a fee for something that was previously
bundled — a small fee, on a service most customers don't use, with a clear internal rationale about cost re-
covery. In year two an exception is granted to a large account, because the alternative was losing it, and the
exception is documented as one-time. In year three a limit is lowered — from unlimited to generous, from
generous to sufficient — and the change is communicated in a release note. In year four the fee introduced
in year one is raised, because raising an existing fee requires no new decision, only a number. Each of these
passes review. Each has a defender with a spreadsheet. Not one of them would appear on a list titled times

we broke faith with our customers.

But the customer does not experience them as four decisions. They experience them as a direction. And a
direction is exactly the thing a prediction needs — it is more informative than any singie event, because it
survives the noise. The long-tenured customer, the one who has been around long enough to hold the
whole series in memory, is the first to notice, and they notice years before it shows up in churn, because
noticing is not the same as leaving. They downgrade the prediction quietly, stop recommending you, stop

consolidating spend with you, start keeping a second vendor warm. By the time the data shows it, the drift

is a decade old.

The structural reason drift is so hard to catch is that every governance mechanism a company has operates
on decisions, and drift is a property of sequences. The pricing committee reviews the fee. Legal reviews the
terms change. The exception goes to a deal desk. Nothing in the apparatus is looking at the fourth derivat-
ive, and no individual reviewer has the whole series in front of them — the person approving the year-four

increase was hired in year three.

Bags ﬂy free, and what it cost to stop

Southwest Airlines let passengers check two bags at no charge for decades, through a period in which every
major U.S. carrier unbundled baggage and discovered that it was an enormous, high-margin revenue line.
Southwest's competitors were collecting billions annually from checked bags. Southwest declined, and they
did not decline quietly: bags fly free became advertising, then identity, then something closer to a constitu-
tional provision. It was the single most legible costly signal in American consumer aviation, and it had ex-
actly the structure that produces trust — a repeated, expensive, publicly stated refusal of revenue, held

across fuel spikes, recessions, a pandemic, and a competitive set that had all made the other choice.

In 2025, under pressure from an activist stake and a strategic overhaul, Southwest ended it, alongside the

introduction of assigned and premium seating and a revised loyalty structure. The financial logic was not
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stupid. The ancillary revenue was real, quantified, and immediately accretive; the airline was being asked

by its owners to close a margin gap and this was the largest identified source of it.

What it cost is harder to see on a P&L, and more expensive than the line it produced. The company did not
merely give up baggage revenue-forgone; it retired the instrument that made every other Southwest claim
credible. For thirty years, a customer evaluating any Southwest promise — about fees, about Change penal—
ties, about the culture of the thing — could reason from the bag policy: they had the most obvious possible op-
portunity to charge me, everyone else took it, and they didn't. That single fact did enormous inferential work
across the whole surface of the brand, at a cost the airline could name precisely. When it went, the infer-
ence went with it, and every remaining promise had to stand on its own evidence. The customer's revised
model is not "Southwest now charges for bags." It is "Southwest's promises are the kind of thing that ends
when the money gets tight enough“ — which is a statement about all of them, including the ones still in

force.

Note what the reversal also did to the four events above. It was an activist-driven change at a moment of
financial pressure under new strategic leadership: three of the four generators of the series, arriving togeth-
er, and the answer that came back was different. That is the maximally informative moment, and the in-

formation was bad.

Netflix, and the consistency of undoing

The counter-case is a company that changed its mind badly and then changed it back fast enough to con-

vert a blunder into evidence.

In 2011 Netflix sepai‘ated its D\/D—by—mail and streaming services into two subscriptions with a combined
price substantially above the bundled one, then announced that the DVD business would be spun into a
separately branded service called Qyikster with its own site, its own queue, and its own billing. Sub-
scribers left in numbers, the stock fell hard, and the reaction was not primarily about the money — it was
about the discovery that the company would casually degrade an existing customer's experience to serve an
internal strategic convenience. Within roughly a month, Netflix killed Qwikster entirely, kept the DVD
service inside the main account, and its CEO said in public and without hedging that they had moved too

fast.

The price increase stayed. That detail matters more than the reversal itself. Netflix did not undo the eco-
nomics; it undid the thing that had broken faich, which was the imposition of structural inconvenience on
people who had done nothing wrong. And the speed and completeness of the reversal turned out to be a
data point of its own — evidence that when this company gets it wrong, the correction is fast, total, and
stated rather than buried. That is a form of consistency: not consistency of policy, but consistency of the
willingness to undo. A firm with that property is safer to depend on than a firm that has never erred, be-

cause you know what happens on the day it does.
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The answer that lives in one person

HAUTE LUMIERE - EARNED - CHAPTER SEVEN

The answer that lives in one person

The most common architecture for a long promise is also the most fragile: a founder who simply will not
permit the thing. No policy document, no committee, no rule — just a person who, when the proposal ar-

rives, says no, and whose position makes the no final.

This works, and it works better than most mechanisms while it lasts, because judgment handles cases a rule

cannot anticipate and it cannot be gamed by anyone who has read the rule. It also produces a genuinely
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strong signal, because everyone in the market can see that the expensive thing is being protected by

someone with the standing to protect it.

But the series it generates has a termination date, and the market knows the date roughly as well as you do.
Founder-dependent promises produce a peculiar pattern: high trust that decays not gradually but in anti-
cipation, as the founder's departure becomes foreseeable. Customers and employees begin discounting the
promise before anything happens to it, because the prediction is about the future and the future contains

the succession.

There is a further problem, which is that the organisation around a founder-protected promise never devel-
ops the muscle to defend it. Nobody has had to build the case, because the case was never required. When
the founder goes, the promise faces its first real internal challenge with no institutional advocate, no docu-
mented rationale, and a room full of people who have spent years being told no without ever being told
why. It falls in the first budget cycle, and the fall looks like a fresh decision rather than what it is — the
delayed consequence of never having converted the answer into something that could outlive the person

giving it.

Forty people, four thousand people

There is a scale at which attention is a legitimate mechanism. At forty people, a promise can be kept be-
cause everyone knows what it is, everyone can see the cases, and any deviation is visible to the person who
cares most about it within a day. There is no process because process would be slower than the thing it re-

placed.

That mechanism does not degrade gracefu]ly. It fails at a cthreshold, and the threshold is roughly the point
where the founder can no longer read every escalation. Past it, the promise is still stated — in onboarding,
in the values page, in the story everyone tells about the early customer who got the extraordinary treat-
ment — but nothing is producing it any more. New employees hear the story and infer that it happens
automatically. It does not; it happened because a specific person did something specific, and that person is

now in board meetings.

The gap between the stated promise and the operative one is where trust dies at scale, and it dies quietly,
because the company continues to describe itself accurately as of two years ago. Every growing firm reaches
a moment where a promise held by attention must either become a mechanism — a rule with a budget, a
default in the software, an authority granted at the edge, a metric someone is accountable for — or become
a lie. There is no third state where it stays a value. The honourable version of failing this test is to stop
making the promise, and it is very rarely chosen, because retiring a promise is a visible act and letting it

hollow out is not.
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The unit is the reason, not the decision
Here is where the argument turns, and it is the thing that makes iong promises survivable at all.

Consistency of policy is not what customers are actually tracking, because customers are not stupid about
change. Costs move. Regulations move. Products get replaced. Nobody's prediction about a company as-
sumes its 2015 price list. What the customer is tracking, whether or not they could articulate it, is the prin-
ciple that produced the policy — the standing answer to whose interest wins when they conflict. And that is

the thing that must not move.

This distinction resolves what otherwise looks like a paradox. A company can raise a price substantially
and lose nothing, if the principle that set the price is unchanged and legible: we price to cover cost plus a
stated margin, costs went up, here is the arithmetic. Customers absorb that, because the extrapolation still
holds — the prediction was never about the number, it was about the rule generating the number, and the

rule just demonstrated itself under new conditions. That is a data point in favour, not against.

The inverse is the part that surprises people. A company can hold a price perfectly flat for a decade and
bleed trust the entire time, if the governing principle quietly changed underneath it — if the price is now
flat because analysis showed customers are insensitive at this level and there is more to take elsewhere, in
fees, in defaults, in the renewal. Nothing visible changed. Everything predictive changed. And customers
detect this with disconcerting accuracy, not by reading minds but by observing the other decisions the new

principle produces, because a principle is a generator and generators leave a signature across every output.

Which yields the practical move: publish the principle, not the policy. A company that has stated the rule
it uses to make a class of decisions has done something strategically clever as well as honest. It has bought
the standing right to change the policy. When the change comes, it arrives as an application of a known
rule rather than as a fresh, unexplained act of self-interest, and the customer's model updates by zero. A
company that published only the policy has no such right; every change is a betrayal of the only thing it
ever committed to, and it will find itself defending a number it can no longer afford, which is the begin-

ning of the next failure mode.

When hoiding on is the failure

Because there is one, and it is not rare. A company can hold a promise past the point where the promise

does harm, and mistake that for integrity.

The failure mode has a signature: the promise is being kept, but nobody can any longer explain why it is
good for the customer — only that it has always been kept. A free tier that was generosity in year two and
is subsidising abuse in year nine. A guarantee sized for a product that no longer exists. A no-layoffs com-
mitment that becomes a hiring freeze that starves the business, and the people it was meant to protect lose

more slowly and more completely than they would have. A refusal to enter a channel, made for good reas-
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ons in 2012, defended in 2026 by people who have never examined the reasons and treat re-examination as

heresy.

What has happened here is that the policy has been elevated above the princip]e — the exact inversion of
the turn above. The rigid company has forgotten that the promise was an instrument for something, and
now serves the instrument. It looks like consistency from inside, and from outside it looks like a company
that cannot think, which is its own kind of unpredictability: an organisation that will not revise in the face

of evidence is unpredictable in every domain where the evidence has changed and the poliey hasn't.

The discipline that separates the two is stated in the same breath as the promise. When you commit, name
the condition under which you would revisit — not an escape hatch about business conditions, which is
worthless, but a substantive statement of what the promise is for and what would constitute it having
stopped working. Then the revision, if it ever comes, is itself an act of consistency: you did the thing you
said you would do, under the conditions you said you would do it. And the customer's line, which is all any

of this was ever about, extends unbroken through the change.

The practice

Pull the last three years of policy changes and put them in one document, in date order, with nothing else
— no rationale, no context, no owner. Fees introduced and raised. Limits lowered. Defaults flipped. Terms
revised. Exceptions granted to large accounts and refused to small ones. Support authority narrowed. Free
things made paid, and paid things made mandatory. Strip each one to a single line, the way a customer

would experience it, and read the whole list top to bottom in one sitting.

You are not auditing decisions. Each of those decisions was probably fine, and if you review them individu-
ally you will conclude the exercise found nothing, which is precisely the failure the exercise exists to pre-
vent. You are reading for direction. If EVETy arrow points the same way — toward the company, away from
the customer — you are drifting, and the number of years you have been drifting is roughly the number of

years your longest—tenured customers have been revising their prediction downward without telling you.

Then do the harder half. For each change, write the principle it implies — the rule that, applied consist-
ently, would have produced that decision. Set the implied principles beside whatever principle you would
say out loud if a customer asked. Where the two have separated, you have found the exact place your prom-
ise is now being kept in letter and abandoned in substance, and you have found it while you still have the

standing to say so, publish the real rule, and start a new series with a data point that costs you something.

YOUR PAGE
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Chapter Seven, 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 Seven, in instruments
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Drift Audit: Every Policy Change in Three Years, Read as a Single Trend

HAUTE LUMIERE - EARNED - BRIEF 7.1

BRIEF 7.1

Drift Audit: Every Policy Change in Three Years, Read as a Single Trend

A mid-market SaaS provider raised its "unlimited" seat cap to "50 seats plus $20 per user” not in one step,
but in eighteen increments of $1.11 over twenty-two months, buried in release notes alongside performance

improvements. No customer complained; no single change exceeded the threshold of outrage. Churn
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spiked 14% when the cumulative increase finally approached the cost of switching, revealing that the mar-

ket had absorbed a hidden price hike of 240% disguised as iterative optimization.

Aggregate every policy, pricing, and terms update from the last thirty—six months into a single timeline.
Map the delta between the state of the contract at the start of the window and the state today. Most organ-
izations see noise; a drift audit reveals the slope. If the trajectory of changes points toward the customer's
loss of value or the company's gain of margin, the drift is not random; it is a strategy executed by commit-
tee. The mechanism here is the ageregation of micro-optimizations. Individual changes are locally rational
—they fix a bug, capture a small margin, or relieve operational friction—but their sum is a structural shift.
The mechanism requires granular historical data, often held in silos across 1egal, sales, and support. It
works only when the aggregate is visualized in the same currency the customer feels, usually total cost of

ownership or risk exposure.

The failure mode is over-correction. If you interpret all drift as malice, you may freeze necessary evolution.
Drift can also be a signal of product debt; frequent changes to a feature often mean the feature is broken.
The audit must distinguish between drift that erodes trust and drift that stabilizes a chaotic product. Fur-
thermore, the audit fails if it ignores the "silent drift" of support authority. Ifyour support team's ability to
issue refunds has quietly shrunk by 40%, that is a drift event even if the policy document remains static.

You must audit the variance in human judgment, not just the text.

Pull the changelog for your support macros, pricing page, and terms of service for the last twelve months.
Calculate the total cost to a customer who signed on at the start of that window compared to a new cus-
tomer today. If the difference exceeds 10%, you have a drift event. Schedule a meeting with the heads of

Product, Sales, and Support to review the aggregate delta, not the individual changes.

business.hautelumiere.life/library/earned - business.hautelumiere.life 13


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

THE SAME ANSWER IN TEN YEARS

Publish the Principle, Not the Policy
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BRIEF 7.2

Publish the Principle, Not the Policy

A logistics firm allowed agents to waive the "no cash on delivery" rule when weather made delivery im-
possible, provided they took a photo of the package and a note from the recipient. The policy was simple;

the principle was "We never leave a package in a dead drop without proof." Agents used discretion to
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handle rain, broken gates, and aggressive dogs. When a new manager tried to standardize the exceptions
into a rigid checklist, agents stopped taking photos, citing "policy compliance," and deliveries degraded.
Trust held because the principle allowed adaptation; the policy would have forced compliance at the ex-

pense of the outcome.

Publish the underlying principle that guides your exceptions, not the catalog of rules. A policy tells the
customer what you will do; a principle tells them how you will think when you cannot do what they ask.
The mechanism is the translation of behavioral constraints into cognitive alignment. When the principle is
public, exceptions look like evidence of the principle in action, not favoritism or rule-breaking. This works
only when the principle is non-contradictory and non-negotiable. "Customer success” is not a principle; it
is a goal. A principle must be a statement of trade-off, such as "We value data retention over convenience"

or "We prioritize safety over speed.” The customer must be able to predict your behavior in a crisis because

ti’lﬁy i(l’lOW your constraints.

If the principle is vague, it becomes a mantra for arbitrary decisions. If the principle is not enforced, it be-
comes fiction. The failure mode here is the "principle wash,” where leadership announces a principle but re-
wards the opposite behavior in quarter]y reviews. You must align incentives to the principle. Ifyou publish
"We never compromise on privacy,” but your sales team gets bonuses for sharing data with partners, the

principle is a liability. It invites litigation and erodes trust faster than silence.

Rewrite your top three support guidelines as sentences that state a trade-off you are willing to make. Post
them where customers can find them. Ensure your performance metrics for the team support the principle,

not the policy.
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The Exception Log

HAUTE LUMIERE - EARNED - BRIEF 7.3

BRIEF 7.3

The Exception Log

An enterprise cloud provider noticed that 40% of "urgent" support tickets were actually misconfigured
scripts from users trying to force the system to do something it was not designed for. The standard re-

sponse was to close them as "user error.” The company instead created an exception log, recording every in-
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stance where support went outside the script to help the user, along with the cost and the reason. The log
revealed that the "errors" were actually a pattern of product friction. By addressing the product design,
support volume dropped 20%, and customers trusted the company more because they saw their "noise” was

being listened to, not dismissed.

Log every deviation from your standard operating procedure, including the financial cost and the specific
reason. Most organizations track exceptions in the heads of senior staff, treating them as "good service."
This is a trust 1iabi1ity. The mechanism is the conversion of anecdotal generosity into structural data. When
you log exceptions, you answer a critical question: Is the exception frequent enough that the policy is the
lie, not the rule? If exceptions occur more than 5% of the time, the standard process is broken. The log
serves as a canary in the coal mine, revealing where the product, pricing, or policy fails to meet reality. It

works only if the 10g is reviewed by 1eadership, not just filed. An unreviewed 10g is graveyard data.

The failure mode is burcaucratic theater. If employees fear that logging an exception will trigger punish-
ment, they will write "handled" and hide the cost. The 10g must be decoupled from individual performance
reviews. It must be a system-level diagnostic, not a blame tool. Additionally, the log can reveal that your

"premium" support tier is actuaily subsidizing the free tier, exposing a pricing model that cannot scale.

Create a shared sheet for the last 30 days where every override of a standard policy must list the financial

impact and the root cause. Review the top three drivers of exceptions with your product team this week.
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Succession as a Trust Event

HAUTE LUMIERE - EARNED - BRIEF 7.4

BRIEF 7.4

Succession as a Trust Event

A cybersecurity firm's founder exited after fifteen years. The incoming CEO, eager to demonstrate effi-
ciency, cut a legacy feature that power users relied on for compliance reporting. Churn jumped 18% in the

first quarter. The market interpreted the cut as a loss of commitment to the core user base. Had the CEO
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publicly affirmed the feature's importance and tied his own compensation to its maintenance, the churn
would have been negligible. Succession is not a transition; it is a trust event. The mechanism is the "Trust

Inheritance" covenant.

Require the incoming leader to sign and publish a Trust Inheritance covenant before assuming full control.
This document speciﬁes the boundaries of what the new leader will not touch, even if it improves short-
term metrics. The covenant creates a visible jump in continuity, signaling to the market that the core value
proposition survives the change of leadership. It works by anchoring expectations. The customer does not
care about the new CEO's vision; they care about the continuity of their own operations. The covenant
transfers the trust from the founder's reputation to the institution's structure. It requires the covenant to
be specific. "We value customers” is not a covenant. "We will not sunset Feature X before date Y, regardless

of ROI calculations" is a covenant.

If the covenant is too broad, it prevents necessary evolution. If the covenant is too narrow, it leaves the
trust exposed. The failure mode is the "empty covenant," where the document is signed but ignored. This
happens when the board does not hold the CEO to the covenant. The covenant must be tied to executive

compensation. If the CEO breaks the covenant, the penalty must be financial and public.

Draft the one clause your next CEO must publicly affirm preserves, even if it costs 5% of margin. Ensure

the board's performance review for the CEO includes a metric tied to the maintenance of that clause.
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Diligence in Reverse

HAUTE LUMIERE - EARNED - BRIEF 7.5

BRIEF 7.5

Diligence in Reverse

A healthcare data company was acquired by a private equity roll-up. The company anticipated that the ac-
quirer’s first 9o days would involve cutting support staff and raising prices to meet debt service. They nego-

tiated a "Customer Success Escrow” clause: 15% of the earn-out was held in escrow and released only if re-
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tention remained above 95% for the first year. The acquirer, facing a liquidity crunch, resisted the clause,
but the data showed that without it, the target's value would collapse within two years. The clause aligned

the acquirer's profit motive with the customer's trust, preserving the asset's value through the transition.

Run a "Hostile Audit" simulation. Assume your acquirer, competitor, or regulator will maximize value by
eroding your trust assets. Document the first 9o days of changes they would make. The mechanism is the
anticipation of incentives. Most organizations negotiate the price of the business; few negotiate the struc-
ture that protects the trust. By simulating the hostile view, you identify the "poison pills” for trust—struc-
tural protections that survive ownership change. This works by shifting the negotiation from price to leg-
acy. It reveals that trust is a leverage point. If you can demonstrate that eroding trust destroys the asset's

value, you can demand protections that preserve it.

The failure mode is building protections that make the asset unatcractive. If your "poison pills" are too
onerous, you kill the deal. You must balance protection with value. Additionally, the audit fails if you mis-
judge the acquirer's culture. A mission-driven acquirer may not be the hostile actor you modeled. The audit

must account for the actual buyer's incentives, not just a worst-case fantasy.

Werite the "First 9o Days" plan of your largest competitor if they bought you today. Identify the first change
they would make that would hurt your customers. Build a contractual or operational defense against that

change.

BRIEF 7.6

Scaling a Promise

A fintech app's founder personally handled escalations, using a heuristic: "Always refund if the transaction
was under $10 and the user is new." The company grew tenfold. New hires, lacking the founder's intuition,
cither denied valid refunds or over-refunded fraudulent accounts. The company converted the heuristic
into a decision tree: if user age < 30 days and amount < $10, auto-refund; else, flag for review. This encoded
the founder's judgment into a rule that survived hiring. Support resolved 60% of disputes without human
intervention, and customer trust increased because the experience became consistent, not because it was

perfect.

Convert founder or leader judgment into decision trees with guardrails, not scripts. Judgment does not
scale; encoded judgment does. The mechanism is the translation of tacit knowledge into explicit con-
straints that allow for variation within bounds. This requires the leader to articulate the criteria for the de-
cision, not just the outcome. The decision tree must capture the "spirit” of the judgment. A script says "Say

X"; a decision tree says "If condition Y, do Z, unless constraint W." This allows for edge cases while prevent-
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ing drift. It works only when the constraints are reviewed and updated. A static decision tree becomes a lie

as the product evolves.

If the decision tree is over-engineered, it creates a "happy path” that breaks on edge cases, leading to cus-
tomer frustration when the system denies a reasonable request. If the tree is too permissive, it becomes a
leak. The failure mode is the "spirit-killer," where the engineering team implements the tree but ignores the

constraints, optimizing for efficiency over the original intent. You must test the tree against edge cases.

Map the last 1o escalations you personaﬂy handled. Extract the single variable that determined the out-

come. Build a decision tree that captures that variable. Test it against the 5 most difficult cases you can

find.
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The Ten-Year Sentence

HAUTE LUMIERE - EARNED - BRIEF 7.7

BRIEF 7.7

The Ten-Year Sentence

A subscription box company wrote a "Ten-Year Sentence" on their homepage: "We never change our ship—
ping date without 30 days notice." Competitors could not match this because their supply chains were

more COl’IlplCX. T1’1€ sentence became a competitive moat. Customers trusted thC company beeause the sen-
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tence was a negative constraint, harder to break than a positive promise. It signaled that the company val-
ued reliability over optimization. The sentence was verifiable; if the company broke it, the penalty was
automatic: a free box. The sentence worked because it restricted what the company could do, rather than

promising what it would do.

Write a "Ten-Year Sentence” that restricts what your company can do, rather than what you promise to do.
Positive promises are casy to break; negative constraints are hard. A sentence like "We never sell your data"
or "We never raise prices more than CPI" is verifiable and durable. The mechanism is the creation of a
"hard shell” around the relationship. A negative constraint signals confidence in the business model. It tells
the customer that you are willing to limit your own power to protect theirs. This works only if the sen-
tence is legally binding and financially enforceable. If you can break it without consequence, it is market-

ing, not trust.

The failure mode is the "technical cruth” crap. A sentence can be true but meaningless. "We never sell data"
but we license it via a subsidiary is a lie. The sentence must be tested against the business model. If the sen-
tence makes the business unviable, it is a suicide pact. You must find a constraint that is sustainable. Addi-
tionally, the sentence can become a liability if the market shifts. A "no A" sentence might become a disad-

vantage in a market where Al is standard. You must review the sentence periodically.

Draft one negative constraint your business can sustain for ten years without changing its core offering,

Make it verifiable. Add an automatic penalty for breaking it.

BRIEF 7.8

Breaking a Promise on Purpose

A social media platform had to remove a feature beloved by power users because it enabled harassment.
They did not just remove it; they published a "Harassment Audit,” compensated affected users with ad
credits, and showed the data. Trust held because the reversal proved they prioritized the health of the eco-
system over the feature's utility. The "Honorable Reversal” protocol transformed a betrayal into a demon-
stration of values. The mechanism is the demonstration of values through the manner of the break. When
you break a promise with honor, you can rebuild trust stronger than before, provided the restitution ex-
ceeds the cost of the breach. This works only when the reversal is driven by a higher-order principle, such

as safety, fairness, or long-term sustainability.

Execute an "Honorable Reversal” protocol if you must break a core promise. The protocol consists of four
steps: Advance notice, full ateribution, restitution, and a "why" that reveals a deeper commitment. The
mechanism is the signaling of values through the manner of the break. Customers can accept a change if

they believe it is driven by principle rather than greed. The protocol works by converting a trust violation
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into a trust verification. It requires the reversal to be public, the restitution to be generous, and the explan-
ation to be transparent. If you hide the reversal, or minimize it, or offer inadequate restitution, the pro-

tocol fails.

The failure mode is "protocol wash," where leadership uses the protocol to hide a cost-cutting measure. If
the "deeper commitment” is not genuine, customers will detect the manipulation. The protocol must be
backed by real sacrifice. If the company cannot afford the restitution, the reversal should not happen. Ad-
ditionally, the protocol can backfire if the "why" reveals that the company made a mistake in the first place.

You must be prepared to admit error.

Draft the apology, restitution, and "why" for the one promise you are most tempted to break next quarter.

Ensure the restitution is funded and the explanation is honest.
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Consistency Across Channels

HAUTE LUMIERE - EARNED - BRIEF 7.9

BRIEF 7.9

Consistency Across Channels

A video streaming service realized that their "Gold" tier had better buffering than their "Free" tier, which
discouraged upgrades. They aligned the "tloor" of’ every channel, ensuring "Free" was acceptable, and let

"Gold" offer convenience (downloads) rather than basic reliability. This increased conversion by making
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the upgrade feel like a luxury, not a necessity. The mechanism is the alignment of the "floor" of every chan-
nel. Trust is determined by the worst experience in the system. If the self-serve layer is unstable, the enter-
prise layer is perceived as unstable because the underlying infrastructure is shared. Consistency requires a

unified service level definition that applies to all, even ifpricing differs.

Align the "floor" of every channel. The lowest common denominator defines your trust, not the highest.
The mechanism is the recognition that trust is a system property, not a feature property. If the self-serve
user gets rate-limited, the enterprise customer will assume the enterprise SLA is a fiction. The floor must
be high enough to be credible across all channels. This works by reducing cognitive dissonance. The cus-
tomer should not have to wonder which channel is "real” The failure mode is the "floor trap," where the
floor is too high to be profitable for the low end. You may need to segment the floor, but you must be

transparent about the segmentation. If the ﬂOOl‘ is the same, the experience must be the same.

Map the uptime, performance, and support guarantees of your lowest tier and your highest tier. Write a

single sentence that covers both. If the sentence is not true, change the guarantees, not the sentence.

BRIEF 7.10

Reading Your Own Changelog

A database company shifted its release notes from "Optimized query planner for [SONB" to "Reports con-
taining Complex nested data now load 3X faster." 'This helped customers explain the value to their stake-
holders and reduced support tickets asking "why is this slow?" because the changelog highlighted the out-
come, not the mechanism. The mechanism is the translation of internal state to external consequence. En-
gineers update the system; customers update their mental model. A changelog that speaks technical debt
confuses the customer and erodes trust in stability. A changelog that translates changes into value or risk
reduction rebuilds the connection. This requires the translation of "what we did" into "what changed for

you."

Rewrite the changelog from the customer's perspective, focusing on "What changed for you" not "What we
did." The mechanism is the translation of technical activity into customer consequence. Customers do not
care about your query planner; they care about their reports. A changelog that highlights outcomes builds
trust because it demonstrates that the company understands the customer's world. It works only when the
translation is accurate. If you highlight a benefit that the customer does not value, you are still speaking

technical language. The changelog must be reviewed by a non-technical customer advocate.

The failure mode is "optimism bias," where the translation is too positive, hiding regressions. If the

changelog promises a benefit that does not materialize, it destroys trust. You must test the translation. Ad-
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ditionally, the changelog can fail if it becomes so marketing-heavy that it loses credibility. The translation

must be grounded in reality. If a change is a bug fix, say "Fixed issue X that caused Y." Do not dress it up.

Take your last 1o release notes. Rewrite each one as a single sentence describing the benefit or risk avoided

for the user. Test the rewritten notes with a customer. If they do not understand the benefit, rewrite again.

have justiﬁed it. Drift is the cumulative effect of hundreds of micro—adjustments, each individua]ly ration-
al, collectively corrosive. When a support team is restructured, legacy exceptions get pruned to improve av-
erage handle time. When engineering prioritizes velocity, edge cases stop receiving patches. When finance
demands margin expansion, premium features get deprioritized. No single move breaks the promise, but
the pattern does. The customer experiences the gap as betrayal, not because the company lied, but because

the company stopped paying attention to the shape of the commitment it made.

To arrest drift, organizations must institutionalize friction. Friction here is not inefficiencyj it is the delib-
erate cost of changing direction. A bank that promises zero fraud liability loses it the moment a compli-
ance officer can override a flag without board review. A hospital that promises patient-centered care loses
it the moment a schedule optimization algorithm routes chronic patients to night shifts. The mechanism is
simple: make the violation of a stated commitment structurally visible and financially painful to enact.
When you tie executive compensation to the retention of legacy commitments rather than the acquisition

of new ones, drift reverses. The cost of maintaining the old promise must exceed the cost of breaking it.

Consider the 2018 restructuring of Southwest Airlines’ scheduling system. When they migrated from a leg-
acy gate-management model to a dynamic allocation placform, they initially cut historical priority win-
dows for seniority-based boarding. Within six months, cancellations rose, repeat corporate contracts
lapsed, and the operational cost of rebooking exceeded the savings from densification. They reinstated the
seniority window, not out of nostalgia, but because the data showed the market priced consistency higher
than marginal seat utilization. The mechanism that preserved trust was the automatic reversion to a known
standard when the new system crossed a Volatility threshold. Trust is not maintained by announcements; it

is maintained by systems that refuse to optimize past a certain point of customer friction.

The failure mode is rigidity. When you hardcode historical commitments, you eventually pay for them long
after the market has moved on. A warranty policy from 2015 may no longer align with current product life-
cycles. A support SLA may no longer match the architecture of a cloud-native stack. The edge case is not
maintenance; it is the refusal to sunset commitments that have become expensive without serving their
original purpose. You must build a review cadence that treats every standing promise as a temporary hypo—
thesis, not a permanent asset. Ask which commitments are actively driving retention, which are merely
legacy artifacts, and which are costing more to uphold than to renegotiate. Sunset the latter deliberately.
Document the reason. Offer the displaced segment a transition path. The companies that do this well treat

their promises as a 1iVing portfo]io, rebalanced quarterly against actual usage data, not marketing decks.

business.hautelumiere.life/library/earned - business.hautelumiere.life 28


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

THE SAME ANSWER IN TEN YEARS

You will notice that this approach feels slow. It is. Trust compounds at the speed of consistency, not velo-
city. When you measure success by the retention of historical commitments across leadership transitions,
you decouple trust from charisma. A new CEO can change the vision in a week, but they cannot unspool a
decade of consistent exception handling. The mechanism that survives leadership turnover is not the mis-
sion statement on the wall; it is the exception log. Every organization that has navigated a decade of mar-
ket shifts without losing its core customer base keeps a running ledger of what they refused to change.
They audit it when headcount doubles. They stress-test it during acquisitions. They do not wait for a crisis

to discover what they have quietly abandoned.

There is a deeper structural rea]ity here that most leadership teams miss. Trust is not generated by the ab-
sence of failure; it is generated by the predictability of response. When a system fails, the customer does
not care whether the failure was inevitable or negligent. 'Ihey care whether the response matches the
weight of their reliance. A payment processor that refunds unauthorized transactions within four hours,
regard]ess of internal routing changes, builds more trust than one that occasionally processes perfectly but
takes three days to acknowledge an error. The mechanism is temporal alignment: the speed and certainty of
the remediation must match the Velocity of the disruption. You can measure this by tracking the delta
between the moment a customer loses value and the moment they receive compensation. That delta is your

trust currency. Widen it, and you pay interest. Narrow it, and you earn equity.

Consider the transition of a municipal water authority from publicly managed to a public-private partner-
ship. The initial contract prornised uninterrupted service at fixed rates. Within three years, a new operator
introduced dynamic pricing and reduced emergency response times to meet shareholder targets. The public
did not object to the efficiency gains; they objected to the sudden recalibration of a baseline they had re-
lied on for decades. The authority responded by grandfathering existing residential rates for twenty-four
months, funding a community oversight board with veto power over rate adjustments, and publishing real-
time service metrics on a public dashboard. The mechanism that preserved legitimacy was the deliberate
decoupling of operational efficiency from customer price stability. They accepted higher capital costs to
maintain the price floor, recognizing that sudden recalibration of a baseline erodes compliance faster than
the savings it generates. Trust here is not a feeling; it is a contract enforced by transparency and grandfach-

ering clauses that survive leadership turnover.

You will find this pattern repeating across sectors: defense contractors maintaining legacy support for re-
tired hardware, software vendors extending API backward compatibility, healthcare networks preserving
in-network status after merger. The common mechanism is the institutionalization of time. Every lasting
commitment must have a sunset date or a review trigger, otherwise it calcifies. Every review must be tied
to actual usage, not projections. Every response to failure must be pre-authorized, not negotiated. When
you structure your organization around these three constraints, trust stops being a marketing output and

becomes an operational invariant. It does not fluctuate with quarterly earnings calls. It does not vanish
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when a founder exits. It persists because the machinery that produces it is baked into the cost structure,

not the messaging.

The final test is whether you can name the exact moment a commitment becomes obsolete. If you cannort,
you are not managing trust; you are hoarding promises. Strip the language. Identify the operational cost of
cach standing commitment. Map it against current customer dependency. Sunset the misaligned ones de-
liberately. Redirect the savings into the ones that still drive retention. Do not announce the reduction as a
loss. Frame it as a realignment. The customer will notice the precision, not the subtraction. And when the

next leadership change arrives, the ledger will still balance.

The essays - Chapter Seven

HAUTE LUMIERE - EARNED - CHAPTER SEVEN
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The Essays

Five assignments for the long evening

ESSAY 7.1

The prompt — A promise made in 2012 under one cost structure can become, by 2026, a commitment that
quietly transfers money from every customer who does not use it to the few who do, or from the company's
future to its past. Lifetime licences, unlimited storage, free tiers with no sunset, price locks that outlived
the inflation regime they were priced under: each was once a deposit into trust and each can become a li-
ability that distorts every subsequent decision. The honourable case for retirement is that a promise
nobody can afford is a promise that will be broken later, worse, and by surprise — better to end it deliber-
ately while you can still fund the ending. The case against is that this reasoning is precisely what every be-
trayal sounds like from the inside, and that a promise which can be withdrawn when it becomes expensive
Was never a promise at all, only a forecast. Argue where the line sits: whether there is a form of retirement
that a reasonable customer would accept as legitimate rather than experience as a broken word, and what

that form must contain.

What a serious answer has to do — It must first distinguish between the classes of promise that behave dif-
ferently under retirement: a price, a feature, a guarantee, a data commitment, and a general posture are not
the same object, and the essay should say why the first can often be re-set with notice while the fourth al-
most never can. It must then specify the procedure, not the sentiment — notice period measured against
the customer's own planning horizon rather than the company's, who is grandfathered and on what prin-
ciple, what compensation is offered and whether it is offered before complaint or after, and crucially
whether the exit path is made cheap enough that staying remains a choice. The evidence that counts is
comparative: two companies that ended a similar commitment, one of which retained its customers' regard
and one of which did not, with the procedural difference isolated. The cheap answer to argue past is "com-
municate clearly and give plenty of notice," which is true, insufficient, and evades the actual question of

what makes a retirement legitimate rather than merely well-announced.

Where to look — Software and cloud pricing histories are rich here, particularly the recurring pattern of
storage and API tiers that were sold as unlimited and later bounded; the public record of these changes, in-
cluding the company's own announcement and the customer response, is usually still available and worth
reading in both directions. Insurance and pension law repay study because they have spent a century form-
alising exactly this problem — what a promise-holder owes when the promise becomes uneconomic — un-
der the headings of vested rights, grandfathering, and run-off. Contract doctrine on the distinction
between a term and a mere representation, and the equitable doctrines that protect reliance, give a vocab-

u]ary sharper than most business Writing on the subject. Look also at the utilities and regu]ated—tari{f
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world, where price commitments are retired through a public process with an adversarial party present,

and ask what that process buys.

The length — 2,500 words minimum.

ESSAY 7.2

The prompt — Certain companies hold a quality of trust that appears personal: customers believe the
founder means it, and extend to the institution a credit that is really extended to a person. This asset is un-
usually strong while it lasts and unusuaﬂy fragi]e at exactly one moment, which is the moment the person
leaves. The optimistic reading is that founder trust is simply institutional trust in an early, undocumented
form — the judgment lives in one head because the company is small enough for that to work, and succes-
sion is a documentation problem, solvable by writing the judgment down. The pessimistic reading is that
what customers trusted was never a set of rules but the presence of someone who could be appealed to,
who had the authority to overrule the system on their behalf, and who had nothing above them requiring a
different answer — and that this is structuraﬂy unavailable to a successor no matter how well briefed. Ar-

gue which reading is closer to true, and if it is the pessimistic one, whether anything can be transferred at

all.

What a serious answer has to do — It has to isolate what the founder is actually doing that a successor can-
not, and the candidates are not interchangeable: unappealable authority, the absence of a boss with differ-
ent incentives, the ability to absorb a costly decision without justifying it, and the accumulaced public re-
cord of having done so. The essay must then test each against transferability, and be honest that some
transfer well (a documented policy, a published standard) and some transfer only by being replaced with a
different mechanism entirely — a board covenant, a charter provision, an ownership structure that re-
moves the successor's need to be trusted personally. Real evidence means named successions with observ-
able outcomes on the customer side, not on the share price. The cheap answer to argue past is "hire for cul-
ture fic and write down the values," which mistakes the artefact for the mechanism and predicts success in

cases where it plainly did not occur.

Where to look — Family businesses and their second-generation transitions are the deepest available liter-
ature on this problem and have been studied seriously for decades; the succession research in family-firm

scholarship is more rigorous than the popular business-press treatment. Look at professional partnerships
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— law, medicine, architecture — where the trust is personal by definition and the institution has had to in-
vent structures to survive individual departure. Religious and monastic orders, and the succession of long-
lived charitable institutions, offer the longest-running natural experiments in transferring a commitment
across people. In the commercial world, examine companies whose founders left and whose customer-fa-
cing promises were tested shortly after, and read what the successor said in the first year — the language of

the first hard decision is usually diagnostic.

The length — 2,500 words minimum.

ESSAY 7.3

The prompt — Ask anyone inside a company that has lost its customers' trust to name the decision that
did it, and usually no one can, because there wasn't one. There was a quarter where the support queue got
longer because a headcount request was denied, and a release where a default flipped because the experi-
ment showed lift, and a renewal where the discount was trimmed because the customer was unlikely to
leave, and a policy update where a clause was broadened because legal wanted room, and each of these was
defensible on its own terms and approved by someone competent. Aggregation is the thesis: trust dies by
summation, not by decision. But the thesis has a serious objection, which is that it functions as an alibi —
if no one decided, no one is culpable, and a diffuse cause conveniently protects every individual actor. Ar-
gue the aggregation thesis, take its exculpatory risk seriously, and then propose a governance mechanism

that would actually catch the sum while the sum is still small enough to reverse.

What a serious answer has to do — The mechanism proposal is the essay; everything before it is setup, and
a piece that spends 2,000 words establishing drift and 200 gesturing at "better metrics" has not done the
work. A serious proposal must specify who holds the mandate, what they see that no existing function sees,
what authority they have to stop something, what makes their objection expensive to override, and —
most importantly — why the mechanism does not itself decay, since a drift-detector staffed by people
whose promotions depend on shipping will drift too. The essay must confront the measurement problem
directly: aggregate satisfaction scores are lagging and lossy by construction, so it has to say what leading
signal is legible enough to act on. The cheap answer is a dashboard or a values statement; both fail for the

same reason, which is that neither creates a cost for the local optimisation that caused the drift.
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Where to look — Safety-critical industries have solved a structurally identical problem and their literature
is exact: normalisation of deviance as developed in the study of engineering disasters, the aviation incid-
ent-reporting systems that catch near-misses rather than accidents, and the drift-into-failure line of think-
ing in modern safety science. Financial risk management's three-lines model is worth studying precisely for
the ways it fails to prevent aggregation despite being designed to. Clinical governance, morbidity and mor-
tality review, and the hospital literature on how avoidable harm is detected offer mechanisms wich real
teeth and a long enough track record to see their decay modes. Read at least one full accident-investigation

report end to end; the structure of the causal chain is the argument.

The length — 2,500 words minimum.

ESSAY 7.4

The prompt — The chapter's argument is that sameness across pressure is what produces trust, but the
market's revealed preferences frequently say something else. Customers leave companies that kept their
promises and stayed the same while a competitor moved: they forgive companies that changed everything
it the change went their way; they reward the firm that fixed the thing quick]y over the firm that never
broke it. There is a strong case that consistency is a virtue mostly visible in retrospect and mostly praised
by people who did not have to compete during the period in question — and that what actually accumu-
lates goodwill is responsiveness: evidence that when the customer's sitcuation changed, the company noticed
and moved. Make that case as strongly as it can be made, name the markets where responsiveness demon-
strably dominates sameness, and then say what remains of the consistency argument after the concession

— because if nothing remains, the chapter is wrong.

What a serious answer has to do — It must resist the easy reconciliation, which is to declare that compan-
ies should be consistent in values and responsive in tactics; that formulation is comfortable, nearly un-
falsifiable, and should be earned rather than assumed, if it is defended at all. The essay needs to identify the
market characteristics that determine which regime wins — switching costs, the length of the customer's
commitment horizon, whether the purchase is a bet on the future or a consumption of the present, how
observable the company's behaviour is between purchases — and then apply them to named sectors rather
than asserting them abstractly. The evidence that counts is cases where a company was punished for con-
sistency, which are harder to find than the reverse and therefore more probative. The cheap answer is a

middle path stated as a definition; the essay has to derive the boundary rather than declare it.
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Where to look — Fast-moving consumer categories, fashion, and consumer electronics reward adapration
on visible timescales and are worth examining against long-horizon purchases like insurance, banking, pro-
fessional services, and enterprise infrastructure, where the customer is buying the vendor's future conduct.
The switching-cost and lock-in literature in industrial organisation gives the analytic frame. Service-recov-
ery research in marketing addresses the specific claim that a well-handled failure can leave a customer
more attached than no failure ac all — it is a real finding with real boundary conditions, and both matter
to this argument. Look also at categories that were disrupted by a responsive entrant while the incumbent

kept its promises, and ask what the incumbent's consistency was worth on the way down.

The length — 2,500 words minimum.

ESSAY 7.5

The prompt — A change of owner is one of the few trust events a company can see coming, and in the
private-equity case the sequence that follows is well enough documented to be anticipated in advance: pri-
cing tested upward, support restructured, discretionary spending reviewed, the commitments with no con-
tractual force reconsidered first. The interesting question is not whether this happens but whether it can
be pre-empted — whether a company preparing for sale can build structures that make the customary un-
winding uneconomic for the buyer, and whether doing so is even legitimate given that management's duty
at sale runs to the shareholders whose value such structures reduce. There is a real tension here: every
mechanism strong enough to bind a future owner also lowers the price the current owner receives, which
means the founder who protects customers is spending someone else's money, sometimes their own in-

vestors'. Argue what can actually be built, what it costs, and whether building it is defensible.

What a serious answer has to do — It must move from sentiment to instruments and evaluate each on the
only criterion that matters, which is what it would cost a new owner to reverse: contractual price commit-
ments with long tails, customer-favourable termination and data—portability rights, published standards
with third-party certification attached, charter and ownership structures that constrain the buyer, employ-
ce ownership, licence terms that cannot be revoked. For each, the essay should say who enforces it when
the founder is gone, because an instrument nobody has standing to enforce is a stacement of intent. It must
also handle the objection squarely: that binding a successor is a transfer from sharcholders to customers,

and that the honest version of this argument has to claim either that customer crust is a durable asset the
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sale price will reflect, or that the transfer is justified on grounds other than value. The cheap answer is to

find a buyer who promises to be good, and the record on that is worth stating plainly.

Where to look — The purpose trust and steward-ownership structures used by a handful of European and
American firms are documented in their own governing instruments, which are often public and repay
reading closely rather than in summary. Employee ownership structures, particularly the UK employee-
ownership trust and the American ESOP, have decades of history and known failure modes. B-corporation
and benefit-corporation charters are the most common attempt at binding a future owner and their actual
enforceability is contested — read the statutory language, not the marketing. On the other side, the
private-equity holding—period literature and the public record of speciﬁc healthcare, veterinary, and con-
sumer-services roll-ups give a clear picture of what unwinding looks like and how fast it moves. Regulated
utilities, where a change of control triggers a licence review with conditions attached, show a version of

this problem where the binding mechanism actually exists.

The length — 2,500 words minimum.
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