SYSTEM BRIEF TEMPLATE  ·  WUC 2026
System Brief
One page, written together, signed first. A shared agreement on the outcome, how we will measure it, who delivers what, and who decides when we can move forward.
	Project
	Name of the project or program
	Version
	v1.0

	Brief owner
	Name and role
	Last signed
	Pick a date



How a brief becomes a flag everyone can see
	1  The ask
	2  Draft
	3  Align
	4  Plant the flag
	5  Play the hole
	6  Re-check

	Capture the executive direction in their own words.
	Leader and team write the brief and mark the gaps.
	All decision-makers in one room, one definition of done.
	Brief signed. This is Gate 0.
	Deliver through tracks and Gates 1 to 4.
	Course changed? Update the brief and re-sign. Re-align, don’t restart.



Delivery is not decision
	R  Responsible: delivery
Does the work and carries the clubs. Brings options, evidence and recommendations. Many people can be responsible.
	A  Accountable: decision
Makes the call to move forward, or not. Owns the outcome and the trade-offs. Exactly one name per gate.



Our rule: if a gate has two accountable names, it has none.
How to fill it in
Click any grey prompt and type. Dropdowns, dates and checkboxes are clickable too.
Each gate opens with a teal START bar and ends with a rust STOP sign-off. Don’t start the next gate until the one accountable person signs off on the evidence.
Company direction is written once. The executive team owns it and every brief references it.
Role names are examples. Swap in the roles and names that fit your organization.
Keep the brief itself to one page. Link to detail rather than pasting it.

Company direction
Owner: executive team. Written once, reviewed yearly, and referenced by every brief, not rewritten. Every brief’s flag should trace back to this page.
Where the company is going
Mission
	Why the company exists, in one sentence.



Vision
	What the world looks like when we succeed.



Winning aspiration
	The outcome we are aiming for in the next 1 to 3 years.



Strategy: how we play the course
A strategy is a theory about reaching the goal. Numbers and project lists are not a strategy.
Diagnosis
	The real challenge standing between us and the winning aspiration, with the evidence.



Where we will play
	Customers, segments, channels or markets we are focusing on this year, and why.



How we will win
	The advantage we will use to win there. Why will customers choose us?



What we will not do
	The good ideas we are deliberately saying no to this year.



Strategy in one sentence
	We will win [where] by [how], which means we will not [trade-off].




Step 1: The ask
Owner: leader and team, with the executive sponsor. Capture the direction before anyone translates it.
The ask, in the executive’s own words
	Quote it exactly, such as “Make the drive-through faster.” Don’t translate yet.



	Who asked
	Name and role
	Date
	Pick a date



When the strategy is unclear: questions for executives
Bring these to executives as a conversation before writing the brief. A question they struggle to answer is a gap found early.
	Question
	Answer

	01  What has to be true in 12 months for this to be a success?
	Executive’s answer

	02  Which business goal does this move, and by how much?
	Executive’s answer

	03  Whose journey changes: customers, employees, partners?
	Executive’s answer

	04  What are we choosing not to do?
	Executive’s answer

	05  Who decides when it is good enough to move forward?
	Executive’s answer

	06  What would make us stop this work?
	Executive’s answer




Steps 2 and 3: Draft and align the brief
Leader and team draft it and mark the gaps. Then every decision-maker meets in one room to agree on one definition of done.
1  Business problem
	What’s broken, for whom, why now, and which part of the company strategy this advances.



2  Desired outcome (the flag)
Success in one sentence. Test: could the newest person on the team repeat it without looking?
	Such as “Cut peak wait times from X to Y minutes, with no drop in order accuracy.”



3  Success measures
The team can propose a target. The accountable person commits to it.
	Metric
	Track
	Baseline
	Target
	Owner (R)

	Metric 1
	Choose one
	Today
	Target
	Name

	Metric 2
	Choose one
	Today
	Target
	Name

	Metric 3
	Choose one
	Today
	Target
	Name



4  Scope
	In bounds
	Out of bounds

	What this work covers.
	What we are choosing not to do.



5  Key stakeholders
	Whose journeys change: customers, employees, partners.



6  Open questions and hazards
Gaps to close before the first swing: constraints, risks, dependencies and politics.
	Open question or hazard
	Owner
	Close by

	Gap 1
	Name
	Pick a date

	Gap 2
	Name
	Pick a date

	Gap 3
	Name
	Pick a date



7  Roles and responsibilities
Who delivers each part of the work. Many people can be responsible.
	Track or work
	Responsible (R)
	Delivers

	Conceptual track
	Such as experience strategy lead
	Vision, journeys, concepts

	Detail track
	Such as design lead
	Flows, specs, content, accessibility

	Agile track
	Such as delivery team and analytics
	Shipped releases and metrics



8  Decision-makers
One accountable name per gate. Gates 0 to 4 below pick these up.
	Gate
	Accountable (A), one name
	Evidence to pass

	Gate 0  Brief signed
	Such as Executive sponsor
	Signed brief, agreed metrics, budget and timeline

	Gate 1  Concept direction
	Such as VP Experience
	Validated concept, journey

	Gate 2  Detailed design
	Such as Sr Director
	Specs, content, accessibility review

	Gate 3  Release ready
	Such as Product owner
	Release criteria met

	Gate 4  Outcome review
	Such as Executive sponsor
	Results against the flag



9  AI use and human review
AI gives you a faster swing. It doesn’t tell you where the flag is.
	What AI generates or decides
	Who reviews it
	Who signs off

	AI use 1
	Name or role
	Name or role

	AI use 2
	Name or role
	Name or role



10  Budget and timeline
What we are investing and when each gate should land. The accountable person at Gate 0 commits to both.
Budget
	Item
	What it covers
	Amount
	Approved by

	People
	Teams and roles committed, and for how long
	$
	Name

	Research
	Recruiting, incentives, testing
	$
	Name

	Tools and vendors
	Software, AI tools, agencies, contractors
	$
	Name

	Total
	Contingency or notes
	$
	Name



Timeline
	Milestone
	Target date
	Owner (R)
	Status

	Gate 0  Brief signed
	Pick a date
	Name
	Choose one

	Gate 1  Concept direction
	Pick a date
	Name
	Choose one

	Gate 2  Detailed design
	Pick a date
	Name
	Choose one

	Gate 3  Release ready
	Pick a date
	Name
	Choose one

	Gate 4  Outcome review
	Pick a date
	Name
	Choose one



	Go, change or stop decision date
	Pick a date
	Budget review cadence
	Choose one



Alignment session
	Date
	Pick a date
	Decision-makers in the room
	Names



Where the definitions of done differed, and what we agreed
	Each decision-maker’s version of done, and the one flag everyone agreed to.




	GATE 0  ·  START
Plant the flag
Is the brief clear and signed by the people who decide?


	R  Responsible (delivers)
	Leader and team: Names

	A  Accountable (decides)
	Executive sponsor: One name only

	Evidence to pass
	Signed brief, agreed metrics, budget and timeline.



Find the flag: ready to swing?
Ask three people at different levels. If their answers differ, or anyone can’t answer, you’re not ready to swing yet.
	Question
	Person 1
	Person 2
	Person 3

	Name and level
	Name, level
	Name, level
	Name, level

	1  What is the outcome, in one sentence?
	Answer
	Answer
	Answer

	2  Who decides at the next gate?
	Answer
	Answer
	Answer

	3  How will we know, and who owns the metric?
	Answer
	Answer
	Answer



	Answers match?
	Choose one
	Checked on
	Pick a date



	GATE 0  ·  STOP
Brief signed
Nothing moves forward until the executive sponsor signs the brief, metrics, budget and timeline.

	Party
	Role
	Name
	Decision
	Date and sign

	R  Responsible
	Leader
	Full name
	Evidence submitted
	☐ Date

	R  Responsible
	Team representative
	Full name
	Evidence submitted
	☐ Date

	A  Accountable
	Executive sponsor
	Full name
	Choose one
	☐ Date

	Conditions or reasons for sending back:  Write “None” if approved as is.



END OF GATE 0

Step 5: Play the hole
Three tracks play toward one flag. They overlap on purpose. Each gate is where one track hands confident decisions to the next. Nothing moves to the next gate until the accountable person signs off on the evidence.
	Track
	Question
	Work
	Hands off at

	Conceptual
	Where are we going?
	Vision, journeys, concepts. Guards the direction as detail and delivery learn.
	Gate 1

	Detail
	What exactly are we building?
	Flows, specs, content, accessibility.
	Gate 2

	Agile
	Ship, learn, measure.
	Sprints, released and measured.
	Gate 3



	GATE 1  ·  START   |   CONCEPTUAL TRACK
Concept direction
Where are we going? Is the concept validated with target users?


	R  Responsible (delivers)
	Design and research: Names

	A  Accountable (decides)
	VP Experience: One name only

	Evidence to pass
	Validated concept and journey.



What we tested and how
	Research plan, methods and participants, tied to the problem and outcome in the brief. Link the plan.



Findings and recommendation
	What we learned, what it means for the flag, and the concept direction we recommend. Link the report.



	Concept and journey
	Paste link
	Validated with users?
	Choose one



	Still aiming at the same flag?
	Choose one
	Checked on
	Pick a date



	GATE 1  ·  STOP
Concept direction approved
Nothing moves forward until the accountable person signs off on the validated concept.

	Party
	Role
	Name
	Decision
	Date and sign

	R  Responsible
	Design lead
	Full name
	Evidence submitted
	☐ Date

	R  Responsible
	Research lead
	Full name
	Evidence submitted
	☐ Date

	A  Accountable
	VP Experience
	Full name
	Choose one
	☐ Date

	Conditions or reasons for sending back:  Write “None” if approved as is.



END OF GATE 1

	GATE 2  ·  START   |   DETAIL TRACK
Detailed design
What exactly are we building? Is it buildable and accessible?


	R  Responsible (delivers)
	Design, product, engineering: Names

	A  Accountable (decides)
	Sr Director: One name only

	Evidence to pass
	Specs, content and accessibility review.



	Flows and specs
	Paste link
	Content
	Paste link



Usability and accessibility criteria
	Key flow
	Usability
	Accessibility
	Notes

	Flow 1
	Choose one
	Choose one
	Issues to fix

	Flow 2
	Choose one
	Choose one
	Issues to fix

	Flow 3
	Choose one
	Choose one
	Issues to fix



Open issues and trade-offs
	What is not resolved, and what we are accepting to move forward.



	Still aiming at the same flag?
	Choose one
	Checked on
	Pick a date



	GATE 2  ·  STOP
Detailed design approved
Nothing moves forward until the accountable person signs off on specs, content and the accessibility review.

	Party
	Role
	Name
	Decision
	Date and sign

	R  Responsible
	Design lead
	Full name
	Evidence submitted
	☐ Date

	R  Responsible
	Product lead
	Full name
	Evidence submitted
	☐ Date

	R  Responsible
	Engineering lead
	Full name
	Evidence submitted
	☐ Date

	A  Accountable
	Sr Director
	Full name
	Choose one
	☐ Date

	Conditions or reasons for sending back:  Write “None” if approved as is.



END OF GATE 2

	GATE 3  ·  START   |   AGILE TRACK
Release ready
Ship, learn, measure. Are the release criteria met? Copy this gate for each release.


	R  Responsible (delivers)
	Agile delivery team: Names

	A  Accountable (decides)
	Product owner: One name only

	Evidence to pass
	Release criteria met.



	Release
	Name or number
	Target date
	Pick a date



Release criteria
	Criterion
	Met?
	Evidence

	Criterion 1
	Choose one
	Link or note

	Criterion 2
	Choose one
	Link or note

	Criterion 3
	Choose one
	Link or note

	Criterion 4
	Choose one
	Link or note



Scorecard so far
	Metric (from section 3)
	Baseline
	Target
	Now
	Status

	Metric 1
	Baseline
	Target
	Now
	Choose one

	Metric 2
	Baseline
	Target
	Now
	Choose one

	Metric 3
	Baseline
	Target
	Now
	Choose one



	Still aiming at the same flag?
	Choose one
	Checked on
	Pick a date



	GATE 3  ·  STOP
Release approved
Nothing moves forward until the accountable person signs off that the release criteria are met.

	Party
	Role
	Name
	Decision
	Date and sign

	R  Responsible
	Delivery team lead
	Full name
	Evidence submitted
	☐ Date

	A  Accountable
	Product owner
	Full name
	Choose one
	☐ Date

	Conditions or reasons for sending back:  Write “None” if approved as is.



END OF GATE 3

	GATE 4  ·  START
Outcome review
Did we hit the flag? The gate most organizations skip.


	R  Responsible (delivers)
	Analytics and team: Names

	A  Accountable (decides)
	Executive sponsor: One name only

	Evidence to pass
	Results against the flag.



The flag (from section 2)
	Copy the desired outcome exactly as signed at Gate 0.



Results against the flag
	Metric (from section 3)
	Baseline
	Target
	Result
	Hit?

	Metric 1
	Baseline
	Target
	Result
	Choose one

	Metric 2
	Baseline
	Target
	Result
	Choose one

	Metric 3
	Baseline
	Target
	Result
	Choose one



What we learned
	What worked, what didn’t, and what the next brief should take forward.



Handoff: who owns it from here
The work closes, but the experience keeps running. Name who takes it over and what they keep watching.
	Handing off to
	Name and role
	Team
	Receiving team

	Handed off by
	Name and role
	Handoff date
	Pick a date



Metrics the new owner keeps watching
	Metric (from section 3)
	Review how often
	Act if it reaches

	Metric 1
	Choose one
	Threshold that triggers action

	Metric 2
	Choose one
	Threshold that triggers action



What we’re handing over
	Open items, known issues, backlog, and where the research, designs and documentation live.




	GATE 4  ·  STOP
Outcome reviewed and handed off
Nothing moves forward until the executive sponsor confirms the result against the flag and the receiving owner accepts the handoff.

	Party
	Role
	Name
	Decision
	Date and sign

	R  Responsible
	Analytics lead
	Full name
	Evidence submitted
	☐ Date

	R  Responsible
	Team lead
	Full name
	Evidence submitted
	☐ Date

	R  Responsible
	Receiving owner
	Full name
	Handoff accepted
	☐ Date

	A  Accountable
	Executive sponsor
	Full name
	Choose one
	☐ Date

	Conditions or reasons for sending back:  Write “None” if approved as is.



END OF GATE 4

Step 6: Re-check log
You will end up in the woods. When the course changes, update the brief, re-sign it and aim back at the same outcome. Moving flags are fine. Invisible ones are not.
	Date
	What changed on the course
	What we updated in the brief
	Version
	Re-signed by (A)

	Pick a date
	Change
	Update
	v
	Name

	Pick a date
	Change
	Update
	v
	Name

	Pick a date
	Change
	Update
	v
	Name

	Pick a date
	Change
	Update
	v
	Name

	Pick a date
	Change
	Update
	v
	Name




Frameworks behind the brief: Richard Rumelt, Good Strategy Bad Strategy (diagnosis); A.G. Lafley and Roger Martin, Playing to Win (where to play, how to win); Stephen Bungay, The Art of Action (back-briefing); Josh Seiden, Outcomes Over Output.
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