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The Ethics of Systems: Targets, Timelines and Outcomes

THE PROBLEM

Human services systems increasingly operate through weaponised timelines at service-
user level and money- or target-based incentive structures at organisational level. 
Together, these turn time from a support into a form of pressure.

This pressure produces rushed and ethically distorted work. At the ground level, service 
users experience timelines not as scaffolding but as threat: fear, panic, and urgency are 
added on top of already existing difficulties. Rather than creating the conditions for 
change, the system often intensifies dysregulation and instability, making the very 
outcomes it demands less likely.

Under these conditions, practice becomes oriented toward compliance rather than 
capacity. When targets are not met, this is frequently reframed as a personal failure: lack of 
motivation, resistance, disengagement, or poor attitude. Structural design problems are 
misattributed to individual shortcomings.

The same pressure propagates upward through the system. Workers and teams operating 
under scrutiny or performance management experience time as coercion rather than 
resource. Decision-making narrows, risk tolerance collapses, and work becomes shaped by 
what can be defended or audited rather than by what is actually needed.

Another dimension of the problem lies in the way systems are structured as static rather 
than adaptive. Human services are often designed as fixed procedural architectures with 
limited room for movement, feedback, or recalibration. This restricts the capacity for 
growth not only in service users, but also in the practitioners and teams working within 
them.

Static systems tend to enforce change through pressure, escalation, and compliance. But 
growth, learning, and ethical adjustment require movement. Where there is no room for 
movement, there is no room for genuine adaptation. The result is stagnation masked as 
productivity, and repeated patterns of predictable harm.

A system that does not permit internal movement cannot correct itself. In static structures, 
feedback is treated as disruption rather than information. Practitioners adjust informally 
to compensate, but the architecture itself remains fixed. Over time, defensive patterns 
become embedded and normalised.

In contrast, adaptive systems incorporate structured movement. Movement does not mean 
chaos or instability. It means the presence of feedback loops that allow information about 
stress, capacity, and outcomes to influence future design. In human systems, regulation 
allows movement without collapse. The same principle applies structurally.

Where movement exists:



• Stress signals can be detected early.

• Capacity can be recalibrated.

• Demands can be adjusted.

• Harm can be prevented rather than managed.

Movement generates usable feedback. Feedback has measurable quantities and observable 
effects. When feedback is structurally integrated rather than suppressed, change becomes 
more logically predictable. Not because human beings are predictable, but because 
systems that sequence regulation before demand reduce volatility and increase stability 
over time.

Static systems produce defensive stability.
Adaptive systems produce ethical stability.
Ethical stability is not rigidity. It is resilience.

The same design error also appears at the boundaries between systems. Information is 
often transferred in ways that are rushed, delayed, or stripped of context, and each 
transition introduces new pressure, uncertainty, and distortion. Risk frames, timelines, 
and partial narratives travel faster than nuance or conditions. As a result, people 
experience not just one mis-sequenced process, but a chain of them, with stress 
accumulating at each handover. This is not a communication failure at the margins; it is 
the same structural problem expressing itself in how systems interface with one another.

In practice, these systems can reliably produce quick, ethically compromised money flows 
and target figures labelled as “achieved” that conceal a much harsher reality underneath. 
Apparent success is purchased at the cost of human viability, practitioner integrity, and 
long-term outcomes.

In this environment, no level of the system truly benefits. Service users are pressured 
rather than supported, practitioners are constrained rather than enabled, and systems 
achieve superficial compliance at the expense of real, sustainable change.

One of the most concerning consequences of this mode of operation is that the public is 
then led to believe that certain things are “happening.” When these targets and outcomes 
relate to major areas of social policy and human welfare, the data that is published 
becomes ethically misleading. It gives the appearance of progress while concealing the 
underlying reality of pressure, distortion, and unmet human need.

CENTRAL THESIS

Most contemporary human services systems are structured to expect outcomes with little 
or poorly understood regard for people’s actual starting conditions. Where conditions are 
acknowledged, they are still usually filtered through fixed, weaponised timelines for 
change. The same design error appears in multiple places at once, and often compounds as 
people move between services.



People are placed under pressure to meet targets. They are then placed under further 
pressure to change, follow advice, or engage with “support” in order to meet those targets. 
When this does not work, the response is more pressure again—often accompanied by 
shame, moral judgement, or labels such as non-compliance or lack of motivation.

In this structure, failure is not an anomaly. It is a predictable outcome of mis-sequencing. 
The system demands results before it has built the conditions that make those results 
possible. It also suppresses the very feedback that would allow it to recognise this error. 
When feedback is ignored or treated as disruption rather than information, systems 
stabilise around distortion rather than correction.

The core claim of FIELDETHICS is simple: if a system requires outcomes before it has built 
regulation, safety, and capacity, then failure is structural, not personal. Ethical systems 
must sequence conditions before demands, and must allow feedback and movement 
within their architecture if they are to adapt and improve.

Outcomes do not create conditions. Conditions create outcomes.

HOW HUMANS ACTUALLY CHANGE

Human beings change when they are first met with a basic level of respect and 
understanding. Before targets, plans, or expectations can be effective, people need to feel 
safe enough to be honest about their lives, their worries, and their limits.

This is also a matter of regulation, not just attitude. When a person is under threat, 
pressure, or chronic stress, their nervous system shifts into survival mode. In that state, 
learning, reflection, and choice are harder to access. People do not struggle because they 
lack motivation; they struggle because their regulation capacity is already overloaded, or 
because they do not yet have the tools or understanding to motivate themselves 
effectively. And often what appears as indifference is better understood as fatigue, 
distrust, or self-protection after repeated experiences of being let down or harmed by the 
same systems.

When people feel respected rather than coerced, their nervous systems settle. As 
regulation increases, honesty and self-understanding become possible. Being met with 
respect and understanding does more than reduce external pressure; over time, it changes 
how people relate to themselves. When someone is not constantly treated as a problem to 
be fixed or a risk to be managed, they are more likely to develop self-respect rather than 
self-contempt. That shift matters. People who feel safer and more understood are more 
able to care for themselves, to set limits, to reflect honestly, and to make changes that are 
not driven by fear or shame. In this way, external conditions do not just permit change; 
they actively shape the internal conditions that make sustained, self-directed change 
possible. People stop managing impressions and start telling the truth.

From there, support can be matched to real capacity rather than abstract timelines. 
Responsibility can be staged. Change becomes gradual, directional, and sustainable 
instead of forced and fragile.



Regulation allows movement without collapse. Without regulation, pressure produces 
volatility. With regulation, feedback becomes usable. The same principle that applies to 
individuals applies to systems.

In short: regulation is not the result of change. It is what makes change possible in the first 
place.

A CAPACITY-FIRST, REGULATION-FIRST MODEL

A capacity- and regulation-first system would create genuine opportunities for growth for 
everyone affected by it, including the people working within it. People would be less 
stressed, more honest, more confident, and more able to trust. They would have a clearer 
understanding of themselves and a better ability to understand others. Compliance would 
no longer be something forced under pressure, but something that can emerge naturally 
from feeling safe, understood, and able to cope. When people become more able to cope, 
feel safer and understand themselves better, their quality of life improves—and that 
improvement affects not only them, but everyone around them.

This change would also propagate upward through the system. As people at service-user 
level become more stable and more engaged, this would be reflected in the work of those 
responsible for supporting and managing their outcomes. Instead of managers and senior 
staff being rewarded for achieving ethically compromised figures, they would be more 
likely to find satisfaction in helping people change in real, sustainable ways and in seeing 
compliance emerge willingly rather than under pressure.

Over time, this shift in what is rewarded and valued would begin to reinforce itself. A 
culture of genuine progress would begin to replace a culture of performance under threat. 
At the highest levels of organisations, where money, incentives, and targets are set, 
success would increasingly become measured in terms of real capacity built and real 
change sustained. Ethical work would be reflected in ethical KPIs, company goals, top-line 
targets, and strategic objectives, rather than in figures that only look good on paper or that 
give a misleading impression of progress.

The key change required is one of sequence and structure. In this model, understanding 
builds capacity, and capacity makes realistic outcomes possible. But it also allows systems 
to receive feedback without destabilising. Instead of demanding results first and 
suppressing the consequences, the system builds the conditions for change and allows 
outcomes to follow. When this sequence is respected, outcomes are not only more realistic, 
but more ethical and more structurally stable, because they are achieved without relying 
on fear, shame, or coercion.

This approach would be slower at first, but it is the only way to achieve ethical outcomes 
without ongoing human suffering. It protects against mental health difficulties being 
intensified or perpetuated by pressure-driven systems. Over time, it would lead to 
smoother pathways, more reliable progress, and a much more honest reflection of what is 
actually being achieved. Crucially, as people become safer, more stable, and more able to 
cope, they also become more capable of treating themselves well—making changes not 



because they are forced to, but because they are finally able to. In this way, improved 
system design and improved quality of life reinforce one another, rather than working at 
cross purposes.

In short, a capacity-first system replaces a cycle of pressure and failure with a cycle of 
stability, learning, and sustainable change. Across services, getting this sequence right 
creates less stress for everyone involved.

COMMON DESIGN ERRORS

Shame-based outcome demands: Systems rely on shame, threat, or implied failure to drive 
performance, rather than building the conditions that make change possible.

Pressure without capacity: People are pushed to achieve without a clear or realistic 
understanding of their actual capacity, and are often coerced into over-exertion that leads 
to collapse rather than progress.

Compliance over understanding: Compliance is treated as success, even when it is 
produced through pressure. This creates condescension and patronisation instead of 
genuine engagement and growth.

Weaponised time: Timelines are used as tools of leverage and threat rather than as 
resources for development, producing fear-driven behaviour instead of stable, positive 
change.

Fear as a driver: Systems default to fear, escalation, and consequence to produce 
movement, even though these reliably undermine regulation, honesty, and learning.

Moralising structural failure: When predictable breakdowns occur, they are framed as 
personal or motivational failures rather than as the result of flawed design and 
sequencing.

LIKELY EFFECTS OVER TIME

A shift to capacity-first, regulation-first design would not produce instant transformation, 
and it would not remove complexity, conflict, or risk from human services. What it would 
do is change the direction of travel of systems in ways that are both predictable and 
cumulative.

In the short term, services would become calmer. Pressure-driven escalation would 
reduce. People would spend less time managing fear, shame, and crisis, and more time 
building stability, skills, and trust. Workers would have more space to exercise judgment 
rather than defensive compliance. Decisions would be more honest about starting 
conditions and limits.

In the medium term, pathways would become smoother and more reliable. Fewer people 
would be pushed into avoidable breakdowns. Re-entry into crisis, justice, or high-intensity 
services would become less common, not because of stricter control, but because fewer 
people would be destabilised by the system itself. Outcomes would begin to reflect real 
capacity built rather than short-term performance under pressure.



In the longer term, systems would become more accurate about what they are actually 
achieving. Measures would shift from “did the person comply on time?” to “what 
conditions have been built, and what can this person now realistically sustain?” This 
would produce outcomes that are slower, but more durable, and far less dependent on 
churn, coercion, or quiet exclusion. It would also mean that public reporting and policy 
data would begin to reflect reality more honestly, rather than presenting compliance and 
throughput as proxies for genuine human change.

None of this requires perfect people or perfect institutions. It follows from a simple design 
correction: when systems stop using time and pressure as weapons and start building 
regulation and capacity first, stress falls across the whole system. When stress falls, 
honesty increases. When honesty increases, feedback improves. When feedback improves, 
recalibration becomes possible. When recalibration becomes possible, preventable harm 
decreases.

This creates a self-reinforcing stabilisation loop. Stability is no longer imposed through 
rigidity or fear, but emerges through adaptive correction. Change becomes more logically 
predictable—not because human beings are controllable, but because systems that allow 
movement and feedback reduce volatility over time.

This is not a vision of a frictionless system. It is a vision of a more viable one: calmer, more 
truthful, adaptive, and better aligned with how human change actually works.


