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We added programs. We trained people. We demanded performance.

Opening Statement Who We Are

Systems don’t fail because people don’t care.

They fail because they were never designed to work.

For decades, we have chased better outcomes without redesigning the environments those outcomes 
depend on.

So we responded the way systems like ours always do.

And when results didn’t hold, we turned inward.
We questioned the people inside the system instead of the system itself. 

But systems produce exactly what they are built to produce.

When conditions are unstable, failure is not surprising. It is inevitable. 

Until we confront that truth, we will keep asking people to succeed inside systems that were never built
to support them.

The Starlings Institute exists to redesign those conditions.

We raised expectations.

The Starlings Institute is an independent research and policy institute advancing human-centered
systems.

We do not study symptoms.
We study structure.

Our work spans education, workforce, policy, and community systems—because instability is 
not confined to one domain. 

Unexamined systems repeat themselves.

We exist to interrupt that pattern.

“Systems produce exactly what they are
built to produce.”
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We do not chase outcomes. We design the conditions that produce
them. 
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The Discipline The Problem (Part 1)

The work of The Starlings Institute establishes a discipline:

A discipline focused on how systems produce outcomes—and how conditions determine whether those
outcomes sustain.

It is a method for analyzing, measuring, and redesigning systems across sectors.

Educational Architecture is the initial domain through which this discipline was developed.

For a moment, it looks like progress.

Then the system snaps back.

Modern institutions are not failing quietly. They are straining.

Systems cannot sustain stability. 
Organizations cannot sustain people. 
Communities cannot sustain coherence. 

So we respond the way systems like ours always do:

Add something new.

Train harder.

Push further.

“This is not a framework. This is a discipline.”

The Discipline

Human-Centered Systems Design
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The Problem (Part 2) Our Approach

Outcomes are not independent variables. 

They are the visible expression of invisible conditions. 

Until those conditions are intentionally structured, instability will continue.

Figure 1. System Coherence Model 

Shows how misalignment produces instability and how system coherence enables stability.

This is not programmatic work.

We operate through a discipline.

Our work follows a structured sequence:

“The problem is not effort. The problem is design.” This is not theory for its own sake. This is structure for real-
world change.

Research Measurement System Design
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Figure 2. 

System Architecture Framework

Shows how research, measurement, 

                         and design drive system-level change.



Foundational Principle Core Contributions

Outcomes emerge 
from environments.

They are shaped
under pressure.

When conditions are stable, systems perform.

When conditions fragment, systems struggle-no matter how hard people try.

They reflect alignment—
or the absence of it.

The Starlings Institute builds frameworks that do more than describe systems.

They reveal how systems function—and where they break.

“Outcomes are not created. They emerge.”

Change the conditions, and outcomes follow.

Environments shape performance more than effort ever will.

This work establishes a system of understanding.
01 02 03

Educational Architecture 
→ Structural design of conditions that produce outcomes

The initial domain through which the discipline was developed.

Human Conditions Index 
→ Assesses lived conditions shaping performance

System Coherence Index
→ Measures alignment across system components 

Stability Frameworks 
→ Models how systems sustain outcomes over time
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Core System Components 

Applied Architectures

Emerging Applications

Youth System Stability Architecture (YSSA)
→ Models how youth system conditions and structural alignment sustain stability over time



Measurement Where We Work

The Starlings Institute utilizes two core indices:

→ Measures the lived conditions that shape human performance across systems

→ Measures structural alignment across system components

Figure 3. Human Conditions Index 

Measures the lived conditions that shape human performance across systems—shifting evaluation from
outcomes to conditions.

We do not limit our work to one system.

Because instability doesn’t.

“We have measured performance. We have rarely
measured stability.”

Wherever systems shape human experience, our work applies—

because conditions determine outcomes.

Coherence Index (CI)

Education 
Systems

Workforce 
Systems

Policy 
Systems

Community 
Systems

01

02

Human Conditions Index (HCI)
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→ Where conditions shape learning and development

→ Where conditions shape productivity and retention

→ Where structures determine access and outcomes

→ Where environments shape lived experience and opportunity

This work introduces a fundamental shift: 
We do not measure performance first. We measure the conditions that produce it.



How We Work Areas of Work

This work is not observational. It is structural.

We enter systems to understand—and to rebuild them.

Our work focuses on the conditions systems depend on—but rarely design with intention.

System Design

→ Redesign structures that
produce results

System Diagnosis

→ Identify structural
misalignment and instability

Condition Assessment

→ Measure the conditions
shaping outcomes

Implementation

→ Support execution and
system transition into stability

Insight without action changes nothing.
The conditions systems ignore determine whether they
work.

01

03

02

04

Human Conditions &
System Stability 

Execution Capacity &
Operational Continuity 

Governance Structures &
Institutional Design

System Coherence &
Structural Alignment 

Applied System Design 

Measurement Systems &
Diagnostics 
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Why It Matters Founder’s Perspective
For years, I watched systems demand more from people—without changing the environments they
depended on.

I watched educators carry expectations no system could sustain.
Individuals struggle in conditions that made success difficult to hold.
 Institutions move faster—but never forward.

At some point, the pattern became impossible to ignore. 
That realization changed everything. 

It shifted the question from:
“What works?”

To something far more important:

What conditions must exist for anything to work—consistently?
Instability spreads 

Burnout becomes normal 

Fragmentation compounds

Systems are producing results every day.

 The question is not whether they work—

 but what they are designed to produce.

Systems stabilize

People sustain

Change holds

Figure 4. System Stability Model

Illustrates how alignment drives 
nonlinear stability gains and triggers a 

shift into stable performance.

That is where this work began. Not with a solution. 

With a refusal to keep asking people to succeed inside systems that were never built for success.

“The difference is not effort. The difference is design.”

“Systems are not failing randomly. They are producing
exactly what they were designed to produce.”

When conditions are ignored: When conditions are designed:

We were asking people to succeed in systems not 

designed for success.

Kevin A. Starlings
 Founder & Principal Researcher
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Closing

More effort.  More resilience.  More output.

What we build determines what we sustain.

 What we sustain determines what becomes possible.

Effort cannot stabilize what structure has already fractured.

Systems do not fail randomly.

They fail when instability is built into their design.

They hold when conditions are aligned to support the people inside them.

If we understand how systems produce outcomes, we can redesign how they function

Not incrementally. Intentionally.

For decades, we have asked people to do more inside systems never built to sustain them.

“The future will belong to systems that are built to work.”

Contact

Richmond, Virginia www.starlingsinstitute.org info@starlingsinstitute.org
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