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Executive Summary
AI has crossed a line that most strategy conversations have not yet caught up to. For

most of its history, software waited to be told what to do. Increasingly, AI systems do not

wait — they shape the decisions, the workflows, and even the systems that govern other

systems. The strategic question has changed with it. It is no longer only what AI can do.

It is what the system allows, prevents, explains, and verifies.

That shift creates a responsibility leaders cannot hand entirely to technical teams. When

AI decides who gets escalated, prioritized, flagged, or granted access, each of those is a

decision about a person — made with confidence, at scale, and often with no obvious

way to see, explain, or challenge it. The deeper risk is not a wrong answer you can catch.

It  is  a  system  behavior  that  is  technically  correct  and  humanly  harmful,  repeated

thousands of times before anyone notices.

This paper makes one argument. Digital dignity — agency, privacy, legibility, contestabil‐

ity, sovereignty, and human judgment — has to move from principle, to design choice, to

governance layer, and ultimately to something the organization can prove. Trust will not

come from capability.  It  will  come from governance you can verify.  We close with a

thirty-day action and a two-quarter commitment, because the goal is not to finish the

conversation. It is to take one step you can stand behind.

If AI shapes the decision, dignity must shape the design.
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The Shift: From Tool to Builder
A tool waits to be used. A builder participates in what gets made. Over a few short years,

AI has moved along that line — from completing a sentence, to drafting the document, to

executing multi-step work, and now to improving the workflows and helping construct

the systems it runs inside. Research on AI’s growing role in its own development names

the far edge of this trajectory: systems that help design, test, and train their successors,

with a shrinking direct role for humans — not inevitable, its authors stress, but arriving

sooner  than  many  institutions  are  prepared  for.[1] Anthropic  reports  that  AI  already

writes more than 80 percent of the code merged into its own systems — a concrete

marker of how far the shift has already gone.

The consequential change is not that the model got better at tasks. It is that AI entered

the control surface — the layer where outcomes are decided. A system that merely pro‐

duces an output can be checked after the fact. A system that shapes the workflow, sets

the priority, and decides what reaches a human is governing, whether or not anyone in

the organization called it governance.

There is a quieter consequence as well. We now produce far more than we can review.

When generation outruns oversight — in code, in content, in decisions — control over

what an organization actually ships begins to slip. The space between what the system

does and what anyone has actually examined is where dignity is lost by default, not by

intent.

Institutions have begun to respond. In June 2026, more than thirty Canadian MPs and

senators  —  across  the  Liberal,  Conservative,  and  Bloc  Québécois  parties  —  formally

backed a campaign, led by the non-profit ControlAI, urging Canada to help negotiate an

international agreement to prohibit the development of superintelligent AI.  The cam‐

paign’s  Canadian lead,  a  former senior  AI-safety  scientist  at  Mila  who worked under

Yoshua Bengio, had briefed more than 120 lawmakers in nine months and testified before

a Senate committee; the organization reports parallel support among UK parliamentari‐

ans and briefings in the United States and Germany.[5] Set aside whether a ban is the

right instrument — that is a separate debate. The signal is what matters here: the gov‐

ernance question has moved from conference panels into legislative chambers. And it
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carries  an  uncomfortable  implication downward.  If  governments  are  openly  acknow‐

ledging they may not be able to control the most capable systems, the organizations

building and deploying autonomous systems today cannot treat legibility, contestability,

and human judgment as things to bolt on later. The question stops being theoretical and

becomes operational:  if  even states are drawing lines, what line is your next system-

design review drawing?

Through the escalation lens —  consider a system most organizations already run, or

soon will:  an AI-driven customer-support layer that reviews incoming issues,  decides

how urgent each one is, drafts the recommended response, and escalates only selected

cases to a human team. It is mundane and entirely ordinary. It is also making decisions

about people — classifying them, prioritizing them, speaking for the company, and de‐

ciding who gets to reach a human. We return to it  throughout,  because it  makes the

abstract concrete.

Questions to put to your own systems

Where is AI no longer assisting, but shaping the workflow, decision, escalation,
recommendation, or outcome?

Where is AI participating in the design or operation of the system itself?

What system behavior have we never deliberately tested?

Practical  implication. Inventory  where  AI  sits  on  your  control  surface  — the  places

where it shapes outcomes — not only where it lifts productivity. Those are two different

maps, and only the first one carries dignity risk.

• 

• 

• 
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The New Risk Surface: System Behavior, Not
Output
Most AI-risk conversations still ask whether the answer is right. That question is neces‐

sary and no longer sufficient. When AI shapes outcomes, the unit of risk moves from the

output to the behavior of  the system over time — at scale,  under conditions no one

scripted, when no human is watching.

The deeper danger is a specific combination: confident, scalable, and hard to contest. A

model can be accurate on average and still produce a behavior that is technically correct

and humanly harmful — and because it is automated, it will produce that behavior the

same way, everywhere, quickly, and with the quiet authority of “the system decided.” A

wrong answer is an incident. A wrong behavior is a pattern.

This is also where people enter the story — and where they are often missing from the

room. The person most affected by an automated decision is rarely present when it is

designed.  Ask  who  could  be  trapped,  ignored,  misclassified,  deprioritized,  or  simply

unable to challenge the system. Then ask who spoke for them in the design review.

Through the escalation lens — a customer whose issue is quietly scored “low urgency” is

never escalated,  never reaches a person,  and never learns that  a model  placed them

there. Each individual output looked plausible. The behavior — systematically de-priorit‐

izing a certain kind of request — is the harm, and it is invisible from inside the metrics.

Questions to put to your own systems

What happens when the system behaves correctly from a technical standpoint but
harmfully from a human standpoint?

Where could a person be trapped, ignored, misclassified, deprioritized, or unable to
challenge the system?

Who is affected by the system but missing from the design conversation?

Practical implication. Define and test system behaviors, not just model accuracy — and

start with the behaviors you have never deliberately tested.

• 

• 

• 
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The Dignity Problem: What Weakens, and
Where
“Digital  dignity”  can sound like  an ethics  phrase.  Treat  it  instead as  a  set  of  system

properties — concrete things a design either has or lacks. Six come under pressure when

systems become opaque, automated, or hard to challenge:

Agency — meaningful choices remain available to the person the system acts on.

Privacy — control over what data is used, where it lives, and how it travels.

Legibility — the affected person, and your own teams, can tell whether AI was
involved and why the system acted as it did.

Contestability — a real path to challenge, appeal, escalate, and override.

Sovereignty — authority over data and decisions stays where it belongs.

Human judgment — the design preserves the points where a person must decide.

Each of these is testable. “Be fair” is a value; “a person can see that AI judged them, and

can contest it within one step” is a property you can check. The discipline of this whole

subject is converting the first kind of sentence into the second. These six also map onto

established responsible-AI governance expectations — oversight, transparency, recourse,

and data authority.[3]

Legibility  deserves  particular  attention,  because  it  is  getting  harder,  not  easier.  As

models grow more capable they also grow less transparent; even the research methods

built to translate a model’s internal state into human-readable terms reveal, by their cost

and difficulty, how illegible these systems have become.[2] In one audit, researchers using

the method recovered a model’s hidden motivation only twelve to fifteen percent of the

time. If your own teams cannot explain an outcome clearly enough to defend it, you do

not yet have a system you can govern.

Through the escalation lens — run the six against the support system. Can the customer

tell that a model judged their urgency? Can they contest a no-escalation decision, and to

whom? Who has the authority to override it? Where, concretely, does their agency live —

or has it quietly been designed out?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Questions — legibility

Can the affected person understand whether AI was involved, and why the system
behaved as it did?

Can internal teams explain the outcome clearly enough to defend it?

What parts of the system are currently too opaque to govern responsibly?

Questions — contestability

Can a person challenge, appeal, or escalate the outcome? What happens when the
system is wrong, and who can override it?

Where is contestability designed into the workflow — and where is it simply missing?

Questions — agency

What choices remain available to the person the system acts on? Where does
automation quietly reduce meaningful human agency?

Practical  implication. Take  one  real  decision  pathway  and  mark  each  of  the  six  as

present, partial, or absent. The absences are your design backlog.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The Executive Responsibility: Dignity Is a
Design Decision
Here is the line that separates this from an ethics paper. If AI shapes the decision, dignity

must shape the design — and design is not something leaders can delegate in full. What

the system must protect, what it must never decide alone, what a person must always be

able to challenge, and what the organization must be able to prove are not implementa‐

tion details. They are governance and accountability choices. Engineering can build the

controls; only leadership can decide what the controls are for.

Values statements do not constrain behavior. “We are committed to fairness and trans‐

parency” has never stopped a system from doing anything. A design requirement does:

“every no-escalation decision is logged, labeled as AI-assisted, and contestable within

one step” is a sentence a system can be held to. The first is a poster. The second is a con‐

trol.

This is also where leaders should be honest about where they are relying on good inten‐

tions  instead  of  governance.  Most  organizations  have  more  of  the  former  than  they

would admit, and the gap does not show until something behaves badly at scale.

A system that is efficient but impossible to question can still violate dignity.

Questions to put to your own systems

Where are we relying on good intentions instead of governance?

What would we be unwilling to delegate to AI, under any efficiency pressure?

What must the system protect — not merely, what can it do?

Practical implication. Translate one principle into one enforceable design requirement,

with a named owner, this quarter.

• 

• 

• 
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From Principle to Verifiable Trust: The
Governance Maturity Path
Dignity becomes real the way any serious control does — in stages. The path has five, and

naming them gives leaders a way to place every AI-shaped decision and ask what its next

step should be.

Principle → Design Choice → Manual Governance → Digital Enforcement →

Verifiable Trust

A principle names what matters. A design choice turns it into a requirement the system

must meet. Manual governance is how you hold the line today, before any tooling exists:

human review of critical decisions, audits, escalation paths, clear labeling of AI involve‐

ment,[4] checkpoints,  and critical-decision review.  You do not  wait  for  a  platform to

begin here — you begin here this quarter.

Digital enforcement and verification are the horizon, and they are what turn governance

from intention into evidence: decision logs, audit trails, policy encoded as code rather

than filed as paper, dashboards, built-in contestability mechanisms, monitoring for be‐

havior change after a model update, and verification records that can be shown to a reg‐

ulator, a customer, or your own board. The destination is not control for its own sake. It

is trust you can demonstrate — the difference between saying a system is fair and being

able to show how it behaved.

Through the escalation lens —  trace the case up the path. Today, a person reviews a

sample of “no escalation” decisions each week and can override them. Tomorrow, every

urgency decision is logged with its reason, “AI was involved” is disclosed to the customer,

contestability is a button rather than a complaint, and a measurable shift in the model’s

behavior after an update flags itself for review. Same principle; progressively more prov‐

able.

Questions — governance now

What are we manually checking today? What should we be checking but are not?• 
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Which AI-driven decisions require human review, and what should trigger escalation
to a person?

Questions — enforcement and verification

What could eventually be digitally enforced, and digitally verified?

What evidence would prove the system followed the intended governance? What
would an audit trail need to capture, and what should be visible in a decision log?

Which governance rule could become policy-as-code? What behavior change after a
model update should trigger review?

Practical implication. Place each critical AI-driven decision on the path, and name its

single next step up. Maturity is not a program; it is a direction with owners.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The Questions Executives Must Now Own
Some questions have no technical  owner.  They are leadership’s,  and they have to be

answered before a system ships, not after it fails. The part of this that is genuinely a

leadership discipline is choosing, on purpose, what stays human.

Accountability cannot be emergent. If an automated support system wrongly denies help

to vulnerable customers at scale, “the model did it” is not an answer a board, a regulator,

or a customer will accept. Someone must hold the outcome, and someone must be able

to stop the system. Both have to be named in advance.

Trust will not come from AI capability alone; it will come from verifiable
governance.

Questions — accountability

Who is accountable when AI shapes the outcome?

Who owns the governance layer?

Who decides when automation must stop?

What would we be unwilling to delegate to AI?

What would make this system worthy of the trust we are asking people to place in it?

Practical implication. For one AI decision class, assign a named accountable owner and a

named person who can switch it off — before the next deployment, not after the next in‐

cident.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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From Reflection to Action
None of this requires a transformation program. Dignity becomes real one decision path‐

way at a time, and the fastest way to begin is to make a single pathway honest.

A thirty-day action
Choose the one AI-driven decision in your organization that most affects people with the

least ability to contest it — the escalation system is a fair template. Map it against the six

dignity properties — agency, privacy, legibility, contestability, sovereignty, judgment —

and mark each present,  partial,  or absent.  Where AI shapes an outcome, write down

what is currently logged, what a person can contest, and who can override. The deliver‐

able is a one-page honest map, not a remediation plan. Most leaders are surprised by

what the map shows.

A two-quarter commitment
Stand up a minimum governance layer for one critical decision class: human review of

critical decisions, a decision log, a clear “AI was involved” disclosure, and a working con‐

testability path — each with a named owner, and each on an explicit road toward policy-

as-code and verification records. One class, governed well, teaches an organization more

than a framework that governs nothing.

The path to keep in view
Principle →  Design Choice →  Manual Governance →  Digital  Enforcement →  Verifiable

Trust. The goal is not to finish. It is to start asking better questions and take one step you

can prove.

The question is no longer only what AI can do. It is what the system allows,
prevents, explains, and verifies. Digital dignity is how fundamental human rights
move from aspiration into system behavior — and that translation is now a design
decision on someone’s desk. Most likely, yours.
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Definitions
Digital dignity. The principle that people retain agency, fairness, privacy, transparency,

sovereignty, and the ability to question or contest decisions when they are represented,

evaluated, influenced, or acted upon by digital systems.

Digital autonomous systems. Systems that perceive, decide, act, adapt, and increasingly

improve workflows or successor systems with limited human intervention.

Recursive self-improvement. A possible future state in which AI systems design, devel‐

op, train, test, or improve their own successors, reducing the direct human role in the

development loop.
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