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T H E  A R C H I T E C T C O L O P H O N

A publication by invitation
— not by apology.
The Architect is the editorial voice of RightStar Consulting Partners and the

S.A.L.E. Institute. It exists for leaders who understand that talent is the

strategy — not the support function for the strategy.

We publish frameworks that are actually used, essays that are actually

honest, and a point of view that is unapologetically architectural: people

systems are built on purpose or built by accident, and the accident is always

expensive.

What follows is Volume I. Read what speaks. Skip what doesn't. Then tell us

where we're wrong.

— The Editors
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F R O M  T H E  F O U N D E R

In the Room.
The question I ask every CEO before every engagement — and why

the answer decides whether we work together.
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B efore every engagement, I ask the CEO one question.

If your company was a person, would they be friends with you?

The question lands differently than people expect. Most CEOs laugh first. Then

they go quiet. Then — almost without exception — they tell me something they

have not said out loud to their board, their leadership team, or sometimes their

spouse. They tell me what they already know about the culture they are

running.

I ask the question because I have learned that this is where change actually

starts. If your culture does not trust you, your foundation is systematically

fractured. And if the foundation is fractured, the real problem is not the one the

business strategy is trying to solve. It is deeper than that. It is older than that.

And it will quietly undo every transformation, every new operating model,

every reorg, every hire — until it is named.

"If your company was a person, would they be friends
with you? That is where change starts."
—  T H E  F I R S T  Q U E S T I O N

This is where RightStar — and the human element — does its best work. Not at

the surface, where most consulting lives. At the root. In the relationship

between a leader and the organization she built, or inherited, or is trying to

repair. Because everything downstream of that relationship — every process,

every strategy, every org chart — inherits whatever is true about it.

I built the firm so that conversation could happen honestly. I built The Architect

so it could happen at scale.

A word about what this magazine is not. It is not thought leadership. I am

deeply bored of thought leadership. What you will find in these pages are

frameworks that are actually used, essays that are actually honest, and a point



of view that is unapologetically architectural: people systems are built on

purpose or built by accident, and the accident is always expensive.

It is also not an HR magazine. HR as a profession has spent too many years

apologizing for a seat at a table the business can no longer afford to leave

empty. The Architect is written for the leader who understands that talent is the

strategy — not the support function for the strategy.

In Volume I, you will meet the S.A.L.E. Model in its first full public articulation.

You will read the Capacity Deficit framework, which I believe is the most honest

account available of why high-performing organizations quietly break. You will

sit with an essay on spiritual executive practice that I have been writing in my

head for twenty years. And you will get my closing note on directness, which is

the only form of respect I know how to offer.

But before any of that, sit with the question.

If your company was a person, would they be friends with you?

If the answer made you uncomfortable, you are already doing the work.

— Jennifer

✦
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I I .  T H E  S . A . L . E .  M A N I F E S T O 1 0

F O U N D A T I O N A L  F R A M E W O R K

The S.A.L.E. Manifesto.
Four disciplines every mature "people operation" requires — and most

organizations practice as if they were optional.

J E N N I F E R  E .  M A H O N E - R I G H T L E R S . A . L . E .  I N S T I T U T E

T here is a reason every "people strategy" eventually collapses into a calendar

of initiatives. It is not lack of effort. It is lack of architecture.

The S.A.L.E. Model is the architecture I built — over two decades inside Fortune

50 systems and a decade consulting to the ones that came after — to hold four

disciplines that belong together, sequenced the way they actually work.

T H E  F O U R  P I L L A R S

S Strategic Alignment

A Adaptive Leadership

The continuous discipline of ensuring three things stay aligned: what the

business intends, what the operating model enables, and what people are

actually compensated and promoted to do.



L Listening & Agile

E Evidence to Evolve

Strategic Alignment

Alignment is not a town hall. Alignment is structural. When what the business

intends drifts from what the organization rewards — and it always drifts —

alignment is the discipline of noticing first and correcting before the drift

becomes a quarter.

Adaptive Leadership

Most executives are rewarded for the shape their role had when they were

hired. Adaptive leaders are rewarded for the shape the role needs to have now.

The difference compounds.

Listening & Agile

Listening without agility is therapy. Agility without listening is chaos. The

discipline is hearing signal — from employees, customers, markets, and your

own data — and building the cadence that can metabolize what you heard. Most

organizations gather feedback and do nothing. That is not a listening problem.

That is an architecture problem.

Evidence to Evolve

The willingness to let the role change in your hands. Organizations that develop

adaptive leaders move through disruption; organizations that do not develop

adaptive leaders become the disruption.

Hearing signal early enough to act on it, and building the operating cadence that

can actually metabolize what you heard. Paired on purpose — one without the

other fails.

Evolution without evidence is theater. Before we redesign, we measure. Before

we declare a transformation successful, we ask: what changed that would not

have changed anyway?



The final pillar is the most unfashionable. Evidence is the antidote to the kind of

change fatigue that makes senior people stop believing their own company.

"S.A.L.E. is not a model you apply to your organization
once. It is the cadence you install into it. If it is working,
you will not talk about it. You will just notice that things
work."
—  J . M . R .

✦



III · Cover Feature
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C O V E R  F E A T U R E

The Capacity Deficit.
Why your best people are quietly running out — and the architecture that

brings them back.

J E N N I F E R  E .  M A H O N E - R I G H T L E R F E A T U R E  ·  8  M I N  R E A D

S tart with the facts that nobody in your organization is telling you.

Your highest performers are carrying work that was never put in a job description. Your

senior ICs are functionally managing without the title, the compensation, or the authority.

Your newly-promoted leaders are running two jobs — the one they were promoted from and

the one they were promoted into. Your most trusted managers are the shock absorbers for

every decision your senior team deferred. And the moment one of them leaves, three

projects slip, and nobody can explain why.

This is the Capacity Deficit. It is not a burnout problem. Burnout is the symptom. The deficit

is structural: your organization has been quietly drawing down capacity it never replaced,

and the ledger is coming due.



"The deficit is almost always visible to the CEO before it is visible
in the data. Your job is to trust what you already see."

The Four Zones

The deficit does not arrive all at once. It moves through an organization in four zones, and

each zone looks different from the outside.

Z O N E  1  —  O V E R L O A D

Individual contributors and first-line managers carry more than the job was sized for. They

absorb it because they are good, they are proud, and they believe the load is temporary. It is

not.

Z O N E  2  —  D E P L E T I O N

Mid-level leaders spend more time routing decisions than making them. Meetings become

coordination rituals. Velocity drops. The organization blames "alignment."

Z O N E  3  —  D R I F T

Senior leaders are pulled into work that should have been delegated two levels down,

because the two levels below have quietly stopped functioning. The CEO starts complaining

about needing a stronger bench. The bench is exhausted.

Z O N E  4  —  F R A G M E N T A T I O N

By the time the deficit reaches Zone 4, the executive team is no longer able to execute

strategy — not because the strategy is wrong, but because no one has the capacity to carry it.

This is the zone where organizations lose years.

The Three-Layer Solution

The deficit will not be solved by hiring. Most deficits are made worse by hiring, because the

organization adds headcount before it has rebuilt the architecture the existing headcount

needed. The real work has three layers — and it runs on the RIDE Recovery Matrix: Reveal,

Isolate, Design, Execute.



L AY E R  1  —  I M M E D I A T E  R E L I E F  ( D A Y S  1 – 3 0 )

Redesign roles to match the work that actually exists. Retire the accidental work. Put

authority where the decisions actually happen.

L AY E R  2  —  S Y S T E M  R E D E S I G N  ( D A Y S  3 0 – 9 0 )

Rebuild the operating cadence: how decisions get made, how escalations work, how handoffs

close. Most capacity is lost in the spaces between people, not the work of people.

L AY E R  3  —  C A P A C I T Y  B U I L D I N G  ( D A Y S  9 0 –1 8 0 + )

Name the deficit publicly. Acknowledge what senior leaders have been carrying. Stop

rewarding the performance of exhaustion. Reward the architecture that makes exhaustion

unnecessary.

"The deficit will not be solved by hiring. It will be solved by
architecture."
—  T H E  C A P A C I T Y  D E F I C I T  F R A M E W O R K

What The Architect Built

I have taken clients through this framework in engagements that last ninety days and

engagements that last two years. The pattern is always the same: once leaders can see the

deficit, they stop trying to solve it with willpower. They start solving it with architecture.

If you are reading this and recognizing your own organization, you are not late. You are

early.

✦
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T H E  B L U E P R I N T

The Decision Rights
Matrix.
A decision cadence short enough to use, explicit enough to hold people

to, and honest enough to surface the real question.

J E N N I F E R  E .  M A H O N E - R I G H T L E R A P P L I E D  F R A M E W O R K

M ost decision frameworks fail because they name roles without installing

the operating cadence that makes the roles real. The Decision Rights Matrix is

the cadence.

T H E  D E C I S I O N  R I G H T S  M A T R I X

R Responsible

I Input

Owns that the decision gets made. Not makes it — owns that it gets made. This

distinction is the one most organizations miss, and it is why decisions quietly die

in calendar invites.



D Decider

E Executer

The Decision Rights Matrix works because of what it forces into the open. In

practice, I ask leadership teams to map three live decisions to the matrix in a

workshop. Every time, at least one decision is revealed to have no Decider.

Every time.

"If you cannot name the Decider in one sentence, you do
not have a decision. You have a committee."

That is not a training problem. That is an architecture problem — and the

Decision Rights Matrix is the instrument that makes it visible in ten minutes

rather than ten months. Inside the Capacity Deficit framework, the same

architectural discipline runs as the RIDE Recovery Matrix — Reveal, Isolate,

Design, Execute — moving leaders from diagnosis to sustainable capacity.

✦

The set of people whose expertise is required. Input is not consensus. Input is

consulted, not collected.

A single person. If you cannot name the Decider in one sentence, you do not have

a decision. You have a committee.

Accountable for the work that follows. If the Executer disagrees with the Decider,

that is a live conversation — not a delay.



V · Essay
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E S S A Y

The Spiritual Executive.
An essay twenty years in the making — on presence, practice, and the

interior life of leadership.

J E N N I F E R  E .  M A H O N E - R I G H T L E R E S S A Y  ·  6  M I N  R E A D

I  have been writing this essay in my head for twenty years. I am finally willing

to put it on paper because I no longer need to apologize for it.

Spirituality, in the leadership conversation, has been reduced to wellness.

Breathwork at offsites. A meditation app on the benefits flyer. Mindfulness

mentioned in the CEO's year-end letter as if it were a perk. This is not what I

mean.

I mean the discipline of presence. The practice of showing up in a room without

the armor of your title. The refusal to outsource your moral clarity to your legal

department or your investor deck. The deeply unfashionable decision to lead

from something older than your last quarterly review.

"The most important work of a leader happens in the



seconds before she speaks."

I was raised in a family where faith was not performed, it was practiced. My

mother, my father, the Mahone Foundation my family stewards — every one of

them taught me the same lesson, in different words: the most important work of

a leader happens in the seconds before she speaks.

Executive presence is the secular name for this. I will not pretend presence is

separable from whatever anchors you — God, service, ancestors, practice, the

people you love. What is real in private becomes architecture in public.

I have watched leaders try to build cultures of trust while carrying a privately

fractured relationship to their own integrity. They always fail. Not morally —

structurally. People can tell.

So, I will say it plainly: if you are a senior leader and you have been told that

your spirituality, your practice, or your interior life is a "personal matter" best

kept out of your leadership — I would like to be the first to disagree. It is the

foundation of your leadership. You just stopped calling it that because someone

told you it was unprofessional to name it.

Name it. The room will be different.

✦



VI · Field Notes

V I .  F I E L D  N O T E S 2 5

F I E L D  N O T E S

AI & the Human HR
Function.
Three things the AI-in-HR conversation continues to get wrong —

from six years of applied enterprise work.

J E N N I F E R  E .  M A H O N E - R I G H T L E R F R O M  T H E  F I E L D

I  have been doing applied enterprise AI work inside people operations since

2020, when I started the AI transformation at Epsilon. Six years in, three things

the broader conversation continues to get wrong:

AI does not replace the HR function. AI replaces the documentation of the

HR function. The two are not the same. Most of what executives experience as

"HR" is actually paperwork, compliance workflow, and routing. That is what

AI takes. What is left — judgment, coaching, organizational design, trust — is

the actual function. It always was.

01

Governance is the work. Not the model. Anyone can buy a model. Almost no

one builds the governance that makes the model safe to deploy against

sensitive people data. This is where senior HR leaders earn their seat — and

02



"The question is no longer whether AI will change HR. It
changed it. The question is who is architecting the new
function on purpose, and who is waiting for a vendor to
do it for them."

✦

where the function that skips governance will be held responsible by

regulators, employees, and eventually, courts.

The leaders who move first on AI-enabled people operations will not be the

ones with the biggest budget. They will be the ones who understood, earliest,

that AI collapses the cost of asking better questions — and then actually asked

them.

03
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F R O M  T H E  F O U N D A T I O N

Twenty-five years.
Notes on a quarter-century of nonprofit governance, and what it

taught me about running a company.

J E N N I F E R  E .  M A H O N E - R I G H T L E R M A R Y  L O U  &  A R T H U R  F.  M A H O N E  F O U N D A T I O N

M y family established the Mary Lou & Arthur F. Mahone Foundation to do

long-horizon work — the kind of work measured in generations, not quarters. I

have served in leadership of that foundation for more than twenty-five years,

which means I have spent more of my career in philanthropic governance than

most people have spent in their profession.

Three lessons the foundation gave me that I use in every executive engagement

I run.

The long view changes your calendar.

Organizations optimize for what they measure. If you measure quarters, you

build a company that serves quarters. If you measure decades, you build

something else. Most companies cannot structurally measure decades.

Foundations can. That is the advantage, and it is also the discipline.

Stewardship is a verb.



A steward does not own the thing. The steward carries the thing forward, in

better condition than she received it. The best executives I have ever worked

with operated as stewards — of the business, of the people, of the institution.

The worst thought they were owners.

Legacy is a leadership decision, not a retirement project.

The foundation did not become what it is because my parents waited until the

end of their careers to think about legacy. They made legacy the operating

model and question from the beginning because it was tied to their integrity and

their foundation of who they were and their children had no choice but to

follow the blueprint.

"What are you building that will still matter in twenty
years when you are no longer here?"
—  T H E  Q U E S T I O N  I  A S K  E V E R Y  C H R O  I  W O R K  W I T H

T H E  A R C H I T E C T  ·  A F F I R M AT I O N S 1 0  /  3 0

The work outlasts the
weather.

W H E R E  T H E  W O R K  G O E S  P U B L I C

✦
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C L O S I N G

Directness as Respect.
A short closing note, because the point requires it.

J E N N I F E R  E .  M A H O N E - R I G H T L E R C L O S I N G  ·  3  M I N  R E A D

S oftening hard truths is not kindness. It is protection — of yourself, from the

discomfort of saying the true thing.

The person on the other end of the softened truth leaves the conversation

without what they came for. You leave the conversation feeling generous. The

arithmetic is not balanced.

I work with senior leaders who routinely tell me that no one on their team will

tell them what they really think. I ask them one question in return: when was the

last time someone told you the hard thing, and you made them feel good for saying it?

The answer is always: I do not remember. I counter with: Or is it that you didn't

open yourself up to receive the truth?

"Directness is the highest form of respect available to a
leader. It assumes the other person can handle the



truth."

T H E  A R C H I T E C T  ·  A F F I R M AT I O N S 1 4  /  3 0

I draw the line before
someone else draws it for

me.

W H E R E  T H E  W O R K  G O E S  P U B L I C

That absence — the inability to recall a single moment — is the architecture.

That is the whole problem.

Directness refuses the transactional kindness of the softened version. It trusts

that what is said clearly can be acted on, and what is not said cannot.

You do not need to be cold to be direct. You need to be willing. Most of the

leaders I coach are kind, capable, and willing. What they are missing is

permission.

Consider this your permission.

— J.M.R.

✦
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