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Abstract

Contemporary human service systems frequently attempt to produce outcomes without 
adequately maintaining the conditions required to sustain them, resulting in predictable 
patterns of pressure, distortion, and preventable harm. Fieldethics introduces a constraint-
based intervention model that addresses this failure at the level of system design.

Drawing from Horizon Theory, the model proposes that ethical and effective system 
functioning depends on correct sequencing: regulation, safety, and capacity must precede 
responsibility and outcomes. Where this sequence is violated, systems generate unreliable 
information, misclassify individuals, and produce unstable results, with particular 
significance in justice systems, where decisions carry asymmetrical consequences and 
depend heavily on the reliability of institutional judgement. 

Fieldethics reframes system failure not as individual non-compliance, but as structural 
misalignment between demand and human capacity. It provides a set of operational rules 
designed to preserve accurate assessment, enable early disclosure, and support 
sustainable outcomes under real-world constraints.

Introduction

Across institutional domains, systems are typically structured around timelines, targets, 
and measurable outputs. While these mechanisms are intended to ensure accountability 
and efficiency, they often function as sources of pressure rather than support.

Systems demand outcomes before establishing the conditions required to make 
those outcomes possible.

This mis-sequencing produces a range of predictable effects:

compliance without capacity; reporting without accuracy; and short-term outputs 
with long-term instability.

Failure is frequently attributed to individuals rather than to the structural conditions shaping 
their behaviour, particularly in systems where accountability is formally assigned at the 
individual level while constraints operate structurally.

Fieldethics shifts focus from behaviour to conditions of viability. It asks not simply 
whether outcomes are achieved, but whether the system is structured in a way that 
makes sustainable outcomes realistically possible.



Epistemic Problem in Human Systems

Beyond ethical concerns, mis-sequenced systems generate a deeper issue:

they degrade the quality of knowledge they produce about the people within them.

Where:

honesty carries risk; behaviour is interpreted without sufficient context; and 
capacity is assumed rather than evidenced,

…the system’s understanding becomes unreliable. In justice contexts, this unreliability is 
not neutral: it directly affects risk assessment, decision thresholds, and the distribution of 
consequences.

Individuals adapt to these conditions by:

managing impressions rather than reporting accurately; complying performatively 
under pressure; and withholding information that may trigger escalation.

As a result, decision-making becomes based on:

partial data; distorted signals; or compliance mistaken for change.

This creates a feedback loop in which systems:

act on inaccurate information, reinforcing the very conditions that produced it.

Fieldethics therefore positions ethical system design as inseparable from epistemic 
reliability.

Core Principle

Fieldethics operates from a central constraint:

Accurate understanding and sustainable outcomes are only possible when demand 
is aligned with real human capacity under viable conditions.

This leads to a structural requirement:

Conditions must precede demands.

Where this sequence is respected:

regulation stabilises; honesty becomes affordable; capacity becomes visible; and 
responsibility emerges.

Where it is violated:

pressure increases; honesty is suppressed; capacity is misjudged; and outcomes 
become unstable.

Intervention Model: Operational Rules

The following rules define the minimum structural conditions required for ethical and 
effective system functioning. They are not aspirational guidelines, but operational 
constraints designed to prevent distortion under pressure.



Rule 1 — Condition Sufficiency Before Demand

No demand (targets, timelines, expectations) is valid unless conditions are sufficiently 
understood to avoid predictable misclassification.

Assessment must be proportionate, not exhaustive. Where assessment depth is limited, 
decisions must be treated as provisional and revisable.

Rule 2 — Regulation-Constrained Operation

When regulation is unstable, systems must shift from outcome-demand to stabilisation 
mode.

Stabilisation mode maintains structure and engagement while scaling demand to current 
capacity. Ignoring regulation increases volatility, risk, and long-term system burden.

Rule 3 — Behaviourally Anchored Assessment

All assessment and judgement must be explicitly anchored to observable behaviour and 
remain revisable over time.

Interpretation must be distinguished from fact. Consistent behaviour over time outweighs 
isolated events.

Rule 4 — Capacity-Staged Responsibility

Responsibility must be staged in proportion to demonstrated capacity, not assigned 
through expectation or pressure.

Capacity must be evidenced through engagement and behaviour. Misaligned responsibility 
produces distortion, failure, and inaccurate reporting.

Rule 5 — Capacity-Aligned Time Application

Where timelines are fixed, expectations within them must flex to capacity.

Time must function as a structuring resource, not a coercive force. Time-based compliance 
without capacity development produces instability and re-entry.

Rule 6 — Protected Disclosure Pathways

Systems must preserve low-consequence pathways for early, accurate disclosure.

Disclosure must be safe to give, not consequence-free. Systems must distinguish between 
disclosure and escalation. Where honesty increases personal risk, signal accuracy 
degrades and risk is detected later.

Rule 7 — Outcome-Cost Accountability

All outcomes must be evaluated against their human and system cost, not output alone.

Relevant indicators include dropout rates, re-entry rates, crisis escalation, and staff 
burnout. Unmeasured cost reappears as system churn and long-term instability.



Application in Justice Systems

In justice and supervision contexts, these rules address common structural failures:

individuals labelled non-compliant when underlying conditions were not assessed; 
escalation triggered by early disclosure, leading to future dishonesty; timelines 
driving behaviour that appears compliant but is not sustainable; and responsibility 
assigned beyond demonstrated capacity.

By applying Fieldethics:

assessments become more accurate, engagement becomes more genuine, risk is 
identified earlier, and outcomes become more durable.

Importantly, the model does not require removal of accountability or risk management. 
Instead, it:

aligns them with real human functioning under constraint, improving both fairness 
and decision accuracy.

Anti-Co-option Position

Fieldethics is not:

a wellbeing initiative;
a motivational framework;
or a method for improving compliance.

It does not aim to help individuals cope within harmful systems, nor does it assume that 
improved individual behaviour can compensate for structurally misaligned systems.

It is:

a structural correction to how systems assess, demand, and interpret human 
behaviour.

Conclusion

Human systems operate under constraint.

Energy is finite.
Capacity is variable.
Honesty depends on conditions of sufficient safety.

When systems ignore these realities, they produce:

distorted information; unstable outcomes; and preventable harm.

Fieldethics provides a minimal structural correction:

align demand with capacity, protect honesty, and sequence conditions before 
outcomes.

This does not eliminate complexity or risk.
It restores viability.



Systems do not fail because people are unwilling. They fail because they are 
designed in ways that make sustainable change structurally unaffordable.
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