AN INTELLECTUAL CAPITAL SYSTEMS WHITEPAPER

Your Archive

Is Not a Memory

Why uploading twenty years of your work into an Al doesn't work

— and the four disciplines that make it work.

INTELLECTUAL CAPITAL SYSTEMS

For independent consultants, boutique founders, and advisors with fifteen or more years of accumulated material.

An experienced consultant's problem was never finding the 2014 presentation. It
was that beginning the new proposal from memory is faster than the archaeology,

so decades of accumulated judgment sit permanently just out of reach.

Generative Al makes a different question askable for the first time — not where is it,
but what have I learned, what evidence do I actually have, and where does my own material

contradict me?



The problem was never that you couldn’t find things

In 1998, Carla O’Dell and C. Jackson Grayson published a book with a title that named a problem so
precisely it has outlived every solution proposed for it: If Only We Knew What We Know.

Their subject was the corporation. Valuable knowledge existed inside the organization, they argued,
but it stayed trapped in individual experience, finished projects, and institutional memory. Nearly
thirty years later the diagnosis holds, and it has migrated. The place it now bites hardest is not the
enterprise. It is the individual expert — the consultant twenty-five years into a practice, the boutique
founder, the advisor with a book in progress — whose entire economic value rests on accumulated

judgment they cannot reliably reach.

It is worth being precise about what the problem actually is, because most of the tools sold to solve it

are aimed at a different one.
It is not information scarcity. An experienced consultant has too much material, not too little.

It is not search. Search has been essentially solved for fifteen years. You can find the 2014

presentation. You could always find the 2014 presentation.

The problem is that you begin the new proposal, the new chapter, the new client meeting from
memory — because the alternative is an archaeology project you don’t have time for. Twenty-five
years of deliverables, research, decks, transcripts, and lessons learned sit at a distance of about forty
minutes of digging, which in practice means they sit at a distance of infinity. So you write from the

top of your head. The work is good, because you are good. It is also a fraction of what you know.

Three eras, three questions:

ERA THE QUESTION WHAT IT SOLVED

Knowledge If only we knew what we know. Capturing and distributing what people

management know

Search and cloud If only we could find what we know. Locating the right document

Al What could we do if Al could reason with Not retrieval — synthesis, challenge,
everything we know? and creation

The third question is genuinely new, and it is worth stating what makes it different. Retrieval answers
“where is the presentation I made in 2014?” Reasoning answers “what have I learned across my career about

executive sponsorship, what evidence do I actually have for it, and where does my own material contradict me?”

That is a different class of question. The rest of this paper is about why it is harder to answer than it

looks, and what has to be true of your material before anything can answer it well.
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Why “just upload everything” fails

The obvious move, once you have a capable model, is to point it at everything. Dump the archive into
a project, a vector store, a context window. This is the first thing almost everyone tries, and it

produces a demo that feels remarkable for about a week.
Then it starts producing confident garbage, and it takes a while to work out why.

Four specific failure modes, each of which has the same root: an undifferentiated pile of documents

contains no signal about which document should win.

1. Flattening

Your 2009 engagement closeout, your current flagship framework, a half-finished think-piece you
abandoned, and a client’s deck you saved for reference are, to a model reading a folder, four
documents of equal standing. It has no way to know that the first is historical, the second is what

you'd defend in front of a board, the third you no longer believe, and the fourth isn’t yours at all.

So it blends them. The output is a smooth average of everything you ever wrote, which is not what
you think — it is what you used to think, mixed with what you considered thinking, mixed with what

someone else thought.

The fix is not a better model. It is that authority has to be a recorded property of the material, not

something inferred from tone.

2. Numbers without baselines

Somewhere in your archive is a whitepaper that says 140 accounts. Somewhere else is the workbook
it was built from, which says 112. You published in 2022, nobody reconciled it, and you have been

citing the larger number ever since because it is the one that made it into the deck.

A model reading your corpus will repeat whichever it finds, fluently, with no indication that the

other exists.

This is the failure mode with actual professional consequence. Everything else on this list produces
mediocre drafts. This one puts an unverifiable figure in front of a client, in your name, with your
credibility attached.

A percentage without a baseline is not evidence. It is a rumor with a decimal point. 14% more than
what — prior year, control group, category average? If the corpus doesn’t carry the answer, the system

cannot supply it, and a fluent model will paper over the gap rather than flag it.
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3. The agreement machine

This is the subtle one, and it is the one that quietly wastes the most potential value.

An LLM pointed at your own corpus is, by construction, a machine for agreeing with you. Ask it
whether senior sponsorship drives retention and it will find you six supporting passages — because
your corpus is full of you asserting that senior sponsorship drives retention. You wrote the corpus. Of

course it agrees.

The genuinely valuable question is the opposite one: what in my own material argues against what I
currently believe? And a pile of documents cannot answer it, because “this contradicts that” is a

relationship, and relationships are exactly what a pile does not encode.

Counterevidence has to be a first-class category in the system — something a piece of material can
be typed as, and something a query can ask for by name. Otherwise the contradiction in your archive

stays in your archive, and the system becomes an expensive way to be told you were right.

4. Confidentiality

Your best proof points came from client engagements. Most of them cannot be repeated as written.
Some can be repeated anonymized — “a $2B industrial distributor” rather than the name. A few are

under NDA and cannot be repeated at all.

You know which is which. Your file system does not, and neither does a model reading it. So either
you use the system for outward-facing work and accept a real disclosure risk, or you don’t use it for

outward-facing work, which was the point.

De-identification is a judgment with legal weight. It is a decision a human makes once and records —

never something a model performs on the fly and then treats its own output as safe.

What an Intellectual Capital System is

The category name is deliberate. Intellectual capital is a term of art from the 1990s — Thomas
Stewart’s Intellectual Capital: The New Wealth of Organizations (1997) is the canonical statement — and
it means something more specific than “knowledge.” It means the accumulated, proprietary,

economically productive expertise that constitutes the actual asset of a professional firm.

An Intellectual Capital System is a governed, Al-accessible representation of that asset, belonging to

the expert who built it.

It is worth being clear about what it is not, because each of these is a near neighbour that solves a

different problem:
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NOT THIS BECAUSE

A second brain Personal knowledge management optimizes for capture and recall of things you read. This
optimizes for leverage on things you produced — and the governance requirements are

completely different.

A RAG chatbot over  Retrieval-augmented generation is a component, not an architecture. It has no opinion
your files about authority, provenance, or contradiction.

A document DMS answers where is it. This answers what do I believe, why, and what arques against it.
management system

A better prompt No prompt recovers a distinction the underlying material never recorded.

Four components, in dependency order:

Knowledge architecture. A structure that distinguishes current canon from historical material, claims
from evidence, your own IP from third-party research, stories from proof points — and records

provenance, dates, and authority as data rather than as convention.

Knowledge ingestion. Repeatable processes for bringing decades of Word documents, decks, PDFs,
transcripts, and deliverables in. The objective is not to store documents. It is to extract usable

knowledge while preserving the connection back to its source.

Reasoning and retrieval. Named workflows over the corpus, not open-ended chat: Ask my experience.
What am I missing or oversimplifying? What evidence supports this argument? What should my prior

experience tell me before this client meeting? What does this new document add, change, or challenge?

Governance. The rules generic systems ignore. Which sources have authority. What happens when
two conflict. What is historical versus current. What is your opinion versus outside evidence. How

you trace a conclusion back to its source.

Governance is listed last and is the most important. It is also the part that cannot be bought — the

first three are increasingly commodity, and the fourth is where the value is.

Discipline one: a claim and its evidence are different things

This is the single highest-leverage structural decision available, and it is simple enough to adopt this

afternoon.

A claim is what you assert. Evidence is what backs it up. They are separate records.
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A claim is broad, durable, and yours:

Buyers who feel understood spend more.

Evidence is specific, sourced, and dated. An illustrative one, invented here to show the shape:

In a 2024 analysis of 412 B2B accounts in industrial distribution, high-rapport accounts

spent 14% more year over year than the prior year’s baseline.

One claim is typically supported by several pieces of evidence from different industries, decades, and
source types. One piece of evidence often supports several claims. Collapsing the two into a single
record destroys the property that makes the whole system defensible: the ability to answer “why do

you believe that, and is it still true?”

What a claim record carries
Three properties beyond the assertion itself:
. Authority — canon (you'd defend it today), claim (you hold it, with less weight), or historical
(you used to hold it).

« Scope — universal, industry-specific, or unscoped. Unscoped is an honest and useful state: observed
in three industries, not yet tested elsewhere. It is emphatically not the same as universal, and nothing

should ever silently promote one to the other.
. Confidence — strong, moderate, or provisional.
And two body sections that do more work than they look like they should: scope and boundaries
(where this holds and where it doesn’t) and counterevidence and open questions. A claim with no

recorded boundary is a claim nobody has ever stress-tested. Writing the boundary down is

uncomfortable and it is the entire point.

What an evidence record carries
Beyond the finding and its source, three fields carry most of the weight:
. Baseline. 14% more than what? If the baseline is unknown, record that it’'s unknown — never omit
the field. An empty baseline is information.
. Industry. The field that stops a finding from one sector being silently generalized to all of them.

. Evidence type. Quantitative, qualitative, case example, academic, recurring observation — and
counterevidence, as a first-class type. Counterevidence is not a failure state. Recorded

boundaries are what make a claim credible rather than merely asserted.
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Plus the confidentiality pair: what the source agreement allows, and what may appear in outward-

facing work — yes, anonymized only, or no.

The linking rule that prevents drift
Evidence declares which claims it supports. Claims never maintain their own evidence list.

The relationship is written in exactly one place: on the evidence record. The claim’s evidence section

is generated — a query over everything declaring support for it.

This sounds like a fussy detail. It is the difference between a system that stays true and one that
quietly rots. Maintain the link in both directions and the two copies will diverge; it is not a risk, it is a

certainty. Write it once and divergence becomes structurally impossible.
Two useful consequences fall out immediately:
- Evidence supporting nothing is a defect — a proof point exists that no assertion is using.

Usually it means you have a finding you never turned into a position.

- A claim with zero evidence is a flag, not an error. It is an unevidenced assertion. You should

know which of yours are, and there will be more than you expect.

Provisional numbers
Every figure entering the system starts as provisional and stays provisional until it has been
reconciled against a named primary source. Promotion is a human decision.
Four rules follow, and they are not optional:
1. Render a provisional figure with its status attached, inline, every time — 14% (provisional). Not
in a footnote. Where the number is.

2. Never put a provisional figure in client-facing output without reconciling it or explicitly

flagging it.

3. When two pieces of evidence for the same claim carry contradicting figures, surface the conflict
— do not pick one. Silently resolving a contradiction is the most damaging thing a system like

this can do: it launders an open question into a confident number.

4. Figures that vary by year, context, and source are the normal case for a working consultant, not

an anomaly. The system’s job is to keep the variation visible, not to average it away.

A number is a measurement someone took in a context, not a truth. The moment a figure gets

promoted to canon it stops being checkable and starts being repeated.
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When this is worth doing — and when it isn’t

The structure has real upkeep cost. It earns that cost when any of these is true:

- You have authored work — a book, a methodology, a body of articles — with recurring assertions
- You quote figures to clients or prospects

- Your proof points come from more than one industry, and the differences matter

- You have been asked “where’s that number from?” and had to go looking

If none of those are true, a simpler structure is genuinely better. Complexity you don’t need is not

rigor; it’s decoration you'll stop maintaining in six weeks.

Discipline two: don’t be canonical for things you aren’t
The second failure that shows up in every real implementation, and almost never in a demo.

Your most valuable material lives in tools you are fluent in and ships from those tools. The
manuscript is in Word. The methodology deck is in PowerPoint. The model is in Excel. A knowledge

system that insists on being the authoritative home for all of it has exactly two outcomes, both bad:

1. You abandon tools you're fast in and start fighting a round-trip back out to the format the

deliverable actually ships in, or

2. You keep authoring in the real tool, the system’s copy silently drifts, and now you have two live

copies and neither is trustworthy.

The way out is a rule stated in one line:

If a file’s canonical version lives in a tool that isn’t the system, the system holds a read-
only representation of it — never a second editable copy.

Two shapes:

SHAPE USE WHEN WHAT’S HELD

Projection  The text matters and is worth reasoning over — a A full text rendering, regenerated from
manuscript, a report, a methodology document source, never hand-edited

Source The content is binary, visual, or too large — a deck, a A short stub: what it is, why it matters,

card spreadsheet model, a scanned PDF where it lives, key takeaways
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Both participate fully in search and linking. Both are explicitly non-canonical. Each carries the
absolute path of its source and the date it was last regenerated — which makes staleness detectable,

and a scheduled check can then flag any representation whose source has changed underneath it.

Flag drift; never silently regenerate mid-task. A stale copy you know is stale is a manageable

condition. A stale copy you trust is the thing this rule exists to prevent.

There is a third shape worth naming: a source you can query live — a CRM, an issue tracker, a wiki
— should be held in the system not at all. It trades staleness for availability: always right, occasionally
unreachable. That is usually the better trade, and it is a decision to make deliberately per source,

once, and write down.

What “it’s working” actually looks like

Four signals, in ascending order of strength. This is the most useful evaluation rubric we know of,

and it costs nothing to apply:

SIGNAL WHAT IT MEANS

“That’s useful.” The floor. Politeness. Not yet a win.

“That’s faster than I'd have done it.” A real win. Time back on work you’d have done anyway.
“I'd forgotten about that.” The system did something you could not do.

“T'd never connected those two things.”  The strongest available signal, and the one the entire thesis rests on.

The first two are automation. Valuable, but you can get them from a better folder structure and a

good afternoon.

The last two are the actual proposition, and they are only reachable when the material carries enough
structure for relationships to be visible. This is why the disciplines above matter: they are not

bookkeeping. They are the preconditions for the only two outcomes worth paying for.

A worked example

The following is a composite illustration built on a fictional consultant. No real client material appears in it. It
is fictional because the alternative — demonstrating on a real practitioner’s confidential archive — is not a

thing anyone should do.
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Dana Whitfield, twenty-six years in B2B retention and renewal strategy. Her flagship framework is
The Sponsor Ladder: retention follows sponsor seniority — get higher in the org chart and you keep
the account. It is in her book, her whitepaper, her proposal template, and forty conference talks. It is

chapter four of the manuscript she delivers in eighteen months.

Ask her corpus a simple question — what has her own work actually said about what predicts renewal? —

and four things surface:

YEAR WHERE IT LIVED WHAT IT SAID
2009 An engagement closeout 38 accounts renewed, all with an operations-level advocate; 23 churned,
debrief none had one — including the two with the best executive relationships

2016 A survey workbook in Excel  Breadth of articulation was the strongest correlate; sponsor seniority was

weak

2019 A matched-pair diagnostic A CFO-sponsored account churned at month 11; the account with no

sponsor and four fluent users renewed twice

2024  An unfiled webinar “Whether more than one person can explain why they bought it. That’s the tell.”
transcript sitting in her inbox

Four items. Four formats. Fifteen years. One idea nobody ever wrote down — that what predicts

renewal is how many people can articulate the value, not how senior the sponsor is.

She said it out loud on a webinar in 2024 without noticing she had been saying it since 2009. The

transcript is fourteen months old and still unsorted in her inbox.

Then the harder part. Her flagship framework rests on a claim. Of the four proof points attached to
that claim, three point the other way — and one of them is typed, in her own system, as

counterevidence.

The Ladder was not built carelessly. It came from a real 2014 finding: four of five churned accounts
lost their sponsor first. That observation is sound. The inference stacked on top of it is the problem —
losing a sponsor precedes churn is not the same as having one causes renewal — and fifteen years

of framework got built on the gap between those two sentences.
The system is not arguing with her. It has no opinion. It is showing her the shape of her own filing.

That is the whole proposition, and it is why the disciplines are the product rather than the
paperwork. Neither of those two findings is reachable from a pile of documents. Both fall out almost
automatically from a corpus where claims and evidence are separate, evidence declares what it

supports, counterevidence is a type you can query for, and every number knows where it came from.

Your Archive Is Not a Memory - Intellectual Capital Systems 9



Two questions to answer before you start

Both are practical, both are boring, and both end more of these projects than any technical problem

does. Answer them honestly before you invest a weekend.

Can you run your own scheduled automation? A system like this needs maintenance that runs on a
schedule — checking for stale projections, auditing unevidenced claims, flagging conflicting figures.
That has to run on your account, against your material. An arrangement where someone else’s
machine holds standing access to your intellectual capital is a liability with no corresponding upside.

If you're not willing to operate it, the honest answer is to scope for a delegate who will, not to hope.

Will your IT allow it to exist? This is the single most common way a technically successful project
produces nothing. A company-managed laptop with endpoint monitoring, no permitted local

storage, and no private repository you control is not three problems to solve one at a time. It is one
question, asked once, at the start. “I'm sure that’s fine” is not an answer — the pass condition is that

somebody checked.

Independent consultants and boutique founders usually clear both without noticing. If you're
employed inside a large organization, ask early. The expensive version of this failure is a system built

and then discovered to be unstorable.

What this builds on

None of the structure in this paper was invented here, and it is worth being explicit about what came
from where — partly because credit is owed, and partly because the convergence is itself the

strongest argument for the approach.

Three independent bodies of work, none citing the others, arrived at the same structural bet within

roughly three years.

Tiago Forte’s PARA (The PARA Method, 2023) makes the case for organizing by actionability rather
than by subject: projects you are committed to now, areas of ongoing responsibility, resources,

archives. It is the best folder taxonomy available and most working systems are an instance of it.

Andrej Karpathy’s LLM knowledge base proposal inverts the retrieval question. Rather than

embedding a corpus into a vector database, an LLM acts as what he calls a full-time “research librarian
— actively compiling, linting, and interlinking Markdown files”, and then simply reads them. Reported as
working well at around 100 articles and 400,000 words, with the honest caveat that his own setup is a
hacky collection of scripts. (Reported by VentureBeat; we have not read the original post in place, and say so

rather than dressing up a second-hand quote.)
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The Interpretable Context Methodology (Van Clief & McDermott, arXiv:2603.16021v2, 2026) argues
that folder structure can replace framework-level orchestration for staged workflows, and — the
durable part — that every intermediate output should be an edit surface a human can change

before the next stage runs.

Three directions, one conclusion: a plain-markdown corpus on a filesystem, maintained by an
agent, beats machinery layered on top of it. Forte got there for the human reader, Karpathy for

retrieval, Van Clief and McDermott for orchestration.

Which brings us to the point of listing them. None of the three has an opinion about authority,

provenance, or contradiction.

. A taxonomy sorts by what a document is for. It cannot tell you which of two contradicting

documents you still believe.

. Karpathy’s architecture names the problem and stops there — the enterprise-scale difficulty it

flags is contradictory knowledge across departments, with nothing in the design to adjudicate it.

. ICM governs the workflow, not the material. A stage can be perfectly observable and still assemble

a 2009 finding and a 2024 finding into one confident paragraph.

That gap is the whole of this paper. The structure is published prior art, freely available, and one of
the three ships as an MIT-licensed repository. The governance is the part nobody has written down —

which is a reasonable hint about which half is actually hard.

One caution, offered in the spirit of the rest of the paper: three sources agreeing is a reason to take the
bet, not evidence the bet is correct. ICM’s own central claim about context economy does not survive
contact with the measured literature — the nearest controlled results are either irrelevant at that scale
or point the other way. Convergent enthusiasm and measured effect are different things, and this

section is the first one.

What this doesn’t solve

A paper arguing that recorded boundaries are what make a claim credible would be self-refuting if it

didn’t record its own. So:

How much structure is worth the upkeep is genuinely unsettled. The model in this paper is what
we run. Whether the full version pays for itself for a practitioner with a smaller corpus, or whether a
simpler cut captures most of the value, is an open question we're still gathering evidence on. Adopt

the claim/evidence separation first; add the rest when something breaks without it.
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Whether the greatest value is in remembering, connecting, challenging, or creating is not yet clear.
The theory says all four. Early practice keeps producing an unglamorous winner: consolidation —
getting everything you already know about one topic into one place, an hour before you need it. The
dramatic cross-decade connection is what convinces people. Consolidation is what they use on a

Tuesday.

A thin corpus changes the proposition entirely. If you don’t have fifteen-plus years of accumulated
material, there is little to leverage and the value has to come from what you capture going forward.
That’s a real and worthwhile system. It is a different one, with a much longer time to value, and

anyone who tells you otherwise is selling.

None of this is a substitute for having thought clearly in the first place. The system surfaces what
you recorded. It cannot recover the insight you never wrote down, and it will faithfully preserve a

bad inference for fifteen years — as the worked example above is entirely about.

Where to start, without hiring anyone
If you take one thing from this paper, take this. It is about ninety minutes and you can do it alone.

1. Write down your five load-bearing claims — the assertions your practice actually rests on. One
sentence each, in the words you’d use with a client. Most people find this harder than expected,

which is itself the finding.

2. For each one, list the evidence you can actually name. Source and date. Not “I've seen this a

hundred times” — a specific engagement, study, or analysis you could produce if asked.

3. Mark every number provisional until you have reconciled it against the primary source. Then go

and check two of them. Expect at least one to disagree with the version you've been citing.

4. Write one line of boundary per claim: where does this not hold? A claim you cannot bound is a

claim you have not tested.

5. Notice which claims came back with nothing. Those are your unevidenced assertions. They
may still be true — much of what an expert knows is true before it is documented. But you

should be the one who knows which is which, before a client is.

That exercise produces no software and no Al It produces the thing without which the software does
nothing: material that carries its own authority, provenance, and boundaries. Every technical

capability in this paper is downstream of that, and the sequence does not reverse.
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About this paper

Intellectual Capital Systems builds private, governed, Al-accessible versions of an expert’s own body
of work — for independent consultants, boutique firm founders, and advisors with fifteen or more
years of accumulated material. It runs on your machine and it stays yours. The methodology
described here is what we run in live engagements, and it changes as we learn — the claim/evidence
model in this paper is its second version, promoted from a real implementation where the first

version turned out to flatten distinctions that were load-bearing.

On sources. This paper contains no statistics we cannot trace to a named source, which is why it
contains very few. Everything cited is listed in full below, and where our reading of a source is
second-hand we say so in the entry rather than in a footnote. The worked example is explicitly

fictional. Applying a paper’s own standards to itself seemed like the minimum.
Sources

Carla O’Dell and C. Jackson Grayson, If Only We Knew What We Know: The Transfer of Internal
Knowledge and Best Practice, Free Press, 1998.

Thomas A. Stewart, Intellectual Capital: The New Wealth of Organizations, Doubleday / Currency,
1997.

Tiago Forte, The PARA Method, 2023; and “The PARA Method: The Simple System for Organizing
Your Digital Life,” Forte Labs, fortelabs.com/blog/para/.

Andrej Karpathy, LLM knowledge base proposal. Read second-hand: reported by VentureBeat,
“Karpathy shares ‘LLM Knowledge Base” architecture that bypasses RAG with an evolving
markdown library maintained by AL” The original post was not retrieved and the quotation

above is VentureBeat's.

Jake Van Clief and David McDermott, “Interpretable Context Methodology: Folder Structure as
Agentic Architecture,” arXiv:2603.16021v2, 2026. Note that the paper’s abstract calls the method
MWP while its title, body and repository call it ICM.

Nelson F. Liu et al., “Lost in the Middle: How Language Models Use Long Contexts,”
arXiv:2307.03172, TACL 2023 — the finding ICM’s context-economy argument leans on, and

which measures multi-document QA rather than instruction adherence.
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