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01 / EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The problem is not
recommendation. It is the boundary
between recommendation and
consequential action.

THE CENTRAL CLAIM

The governed transition from AI
recommendation to organisational

action.

Working definition
A Cognitive Workflow System connects cognitive work to a governed decision and its operational

consequences. It preserves what was known, what was inferred, who had authority, which conditions

applied, what was authorised and which future evidence should trigger review.

UNDERSTAND

Evidence and
recommendation
Investigation, assumptions,
uncertainty and a proposed
course of action remain visible.

DECIDE

Authority and
conditions
The organisation determines
whether, what and who may
decide within an explicit scope.

ACT AND LEARN

Execution and
review
Authorised action returns
outcomes that can confirm,
qualify or reopen the decision.

RESEARCH STATUS This is a practice-led systems thesis. It states the architecture SerialLabs uses to
design consequential AI-supported work. It does not claim that every workflow needs
a CWS or that the architecture has been universally validated across contexts.
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02 / THE CORE ARCHITECTURE

Three layers, joined by one explicit
boundary.
The architecture keeps cognition, authority and execution connected without treating them as the

same kind of work.

01 / COGNITIVE LAYER

Discover, investigate, challenge and recommend.

Produces evidence, assumptions and a recommendation. It does not create organisational authority.

BOUNDARY HANDOFF

02 / DECISION GOVERNANCE

Determine whether a recommendation may become authorised
intent.

Combines the evidence snapshot, decision contract and accountable authority at one explicit boundary.

BOUNDARY HANDOFF

03 / OPERATIONAL CAPABILITIES

Execute authorised intent and return outcomes.

Acts within the agreed scope, records consequences and supplies evidence for review.

DESIGN PRINCIPLE A model output is not an organisational decision. A decision is not an

operational instruction until authority, scope and conditions are explicit.
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03 / THE DECISION MODEL

A recommendation enters the
boundary. A governed intention
leaves it.
The evidence snapshot, decision contract and authority are not later workflow steps. They converge

at the decision.

INPUT

Recommendation
What the cognitive layer
proposes and why.

DECISION BOUNDARY

Evidence +
contract +
authority
The organisation
determines whether, what
and who may decide.

OUTPUT

Governed
intent
An explicit, bounded
and attributable
instruction.

OPERATION

Action +
review
Execution returns
outcomes that may
confirm or reopen the
decision.

What the boundary must preserve

01

Knowledge state
What evidence existed, what was missing and what
was inferred at the time.

02

Decision contract
The decision to be made, success conditions,
constraints and escalation rules.

03

Authority
The person or role accountable for accepting,
modifying or rejecting the recommendation.

04

Authorised intent
The specific instruction that may cross into
operational execution.

05

Review conditions
The outcomes, time limits or new evidence that
should confirm or reopen the decision.

06

Traceability
A durable connection from recommendation through
decision to action and observed consequence.
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04 / WHAT MAKES A CWS DIFFERENT

The difference is not more
automation. It is governed
organisational change.

SYSTEM TYPE PRIMARY VALUE DECISION BOUNDARY

Workflow
automation

Moves predefined work when rules
and authorised actions are already
known.

Usually inherited from the predefined
workflow.

Agent system Performs adaptive work such as
investigation, synthesis, planning
and tool use.

May produce a recommendation without
preserving accountable authority.

Cognitive Workflow
System

Connects adaptive cognitive work
to consequential organisational
action.

Explicitly preserves evidence, authority,
scope, authorised intent and review.

USE A CWS WHEN Investigation, inference or recommendation can materially influence a

consequential decision, and the path from evidence to authorised action

must remain inspectable.

A CWS does not require full automation
The roles and controls can be assigned to people, software or a combination of both. The

architectural requirement is continuity of responsibility and traceability, not a particular model, agent

framework or degree of automation.
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05 / ROLES OUTLAST AGENTS

Responsibility is more persistent
than implementation.
Models, agents and tools will change quickly. Durable roles describe the responsibilities the system

must continue to satisfy.

ROLE 01

Researcher
Collects and structures relevant evidence. Makes
the current knowledge state inspectable.

ROLE 02

Skeptic
Challenges assumptions, searches for
disconfirming evidence and exposes uncertainty.

ROLE 03

Reviewer
Tests whether the recommendation satisfies the
decision contract and stated conditions.

ROLE 04

Decision Maker
Exercises authority and creates, modifies or rejects
governed intent.

Assignment principle
A role is not the same as an agent. The same person or system may hold more than one role where

the risk permits it, and a role may be distributed across people and software. What matters is that the

responsibility remains named, attributable and testable.

IMPLEMENTATION CAN
CHANGE

Models, prompts, tools, vendors and orchestration patterns can

be replaced without erasing the decision architecture.

RESPONSIBILITY MUST
PERSIST

Evidence quality, challenge, review and accountable authority

remain necessary even as the technical implementation evolves.
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06 / THE MINIMUM BOUNDARY

Not everything needs to be a
Cognitive Workflow System.
The Minimum Governed Decision Boundary is the smallest useful governance kernel. When no

cognitive work is involved, that boundary may be enough.

01 Decision context The operating situation, material evidence and decision that matters.

02 Authority The accountable person or role permitted to decide.

03 Scope The conditions, constraints and limits within which the decision applies.

04 Authorised action The bounded instruction that may enter operational execution.

05 Review conditions The time, outcomes or new evidence that should trigger reassessment.

A BOUNDED THESIS A CWS becomes relevant when investigation, inference or

recommendation must remain connected to the consequential decision it

informs. If that cognitive layer is absent, the MGDB may be sufficient.

Scope condition
The architecture is useful only when cognitive work matters to a consequential organisational

decision. It should not be added as ceremonial governance to low-risk automation, nor used to imply

that a technical system itself possesses organisational authority.
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07 / WHERE CWS FITS

One method governs action. One
governs the next commitment.

SYSTEM-DESIGN METHOD

Cognitive Workflow Systems
Connects evidence and recommendation to
decision authority, authorised intent, operational
action and review.

COMPANY AND CAPITAL METHOD

Pattern-to-Product
Decides whether recurring friction should become a
bounded system, reusable capability, owned
product or venture.

Practice claim
SerialLabs uses CWS as a system-design discipline in current work. Whether a recurring system

becomes a reusable capability or owned product is a separate claim, tested through the

Pattern-to-Product evidence ladder and gates.

A practice claim says which method is used. It does not prove that every implementation succeeds

or that the thesis transfers unchanged across materially different contexts.

Read and apply
seriallabs.com/research/cognitive-workflow-systems

seriallabs.com/how-it-works

seriallabs.com/pattern-to-product

Contact: info@seriallabs.com

Publication note: this PDF is the downloadable companion to the SerialLabs CWS web thesis and How it works pages. It
consolidates the public method without adding a claim of external empirical validation.

https://www.seriallabs.com/research/cognitive-workflow-systems
https://www.seriallabs.com/how-it-works
https://www.seriallabs.com/pattern-to-product
mailto:info@seriallabs.com

