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Processes – the Solution to Resolving an Issue 
or Dumbing Down Staff? 

As a manager, when something goes wrong, my instinctive reaction is to develop or 
resurrect a process that addresses the issue at hand. In my head this action 
miraculously provides the ‘enchanted’ solution that will eliminate the error so that it 
will never be repeated again. It keeps management and potentially even staff happy 
that a workable and timely solution is now in place.  

Reality, logic and experience, however, tell me that without fail, the error (or 
another) will recur, and once again I find myself reinvigorating, reminding staff of, or 
developing a new process as the solution. The cycle is repeated.  

As a manger, it concerns me that whilst I engage this strategy I potentially do two 
things: 

1. turn to ‘process’ as the answer without any evidence that this is the correct 
solution; and 

2. by doing this I introduce the potential of systematically ‘dumbing’ down my 
staff and putting barriers in the way of working efficiently and effectively. 

Is providing staff with detailed step by step process and work flow solutions, when 
things don’t quite go as expected, making them think less, become reliant on 
someone else to do the thinking, the remembering, running the risk of errors and 
developing a breed of process junkies? 

My staff are smart, educated, self-starters and thinkers! But why do I automatically 
have the compulsion to use processes as the solution when something goes wrong or 
when an error is made? No matter if the consequence of the error is: 

• reputationally damaging; 

• financially disadvantageous; 

• life threatening; 

• catastrophic in nature; or  

• just an event that has low impact (although annoying) and a nuisance as it is 
recurring, 

the solution is the same – “develop a process – implement the process - make sure it 
doesn’t happen again”.   
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So I ask again why, after advising staff of the error, don’t I trust in the staffs’ 
abilities to implement corrective actions without developing a new process or 
revamping an existing process to mitigate the risk of the error happening again. 

Should we assess the risk and identify the issues of doing nothing first and then 
make an informed, planned and calculated decision if in fact the solution is the 
development or redevelopment of a process? 

Of course we should, but perhaps we should first look closely at each issue and 
evaluate it on its own merits.   

Let’s use the example of a shared services department within a large organization. 
The issues to consider include: 

• does the shared service department 'own' the process in question?; 

• if the shared service area 'owns' the process, then by all means, consider the 
option of improving or changing it; 

• does the process only function within the shared services department, or does 
it span across other areas of the business; 

• should the staff be encouraged to just use the existing process (no changes) - 
just use it better?; 

• if you create a new process to solve the issue you may be duplicating a 
process that is 'owned' by another area. For example, if you are having issues 
with the procurement process, both the shared service area and the finance 
area could have their own procurement process. This is an example of where 
a process taxonomy (via a Process Asset) would be useful; 

• perhaps you should be empowering staff to provide feedback to the owner of 
the process, and if you and they believe that the process is unclear, outdated 
or, if a new process is indeed required, say so. 

As managers or business owners when an issue is encountered we automatically 
default to ‘solution mode’ and try and resolve the issue at hand.  Before we do this 
however there is a fundamental question that must be asked: Does the issue need 
solving at all? 

This will depend upon the likely impact of the issue and the risk to the business. For 
example: 

• can the risk be mitigated by other means (not via a process)? This could 
include education or staff self-corrective actions; 

• with higher level processes, or processes with low risk, low business impact, 
ensure that staff clearly understand the objective of the process, and leave it 
up to them as to how they achieve the required outcome;  

• for high business impact and high risk processes it is usual to develop strong 
processes. Perhaps these could be automated; strengthened or updated; or 
an education strategy implemented; and 

• will implementing corrective action actually cost the organization more?  For 
example, a processing error costs a company about $3,000 per occurrence 
(by way of a payment to a customer).  The error, on average, only occurs 
twice per year costing the organization $6,000 per annum.  To implement the 
changes to prevent this error it will cost the business about $50,000 per year 
– i.e. changes to processes to correct this will add processing time per 
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transaction.   In this example the cost of implementing corrective measures 
exceeds the cost of the error.   

While processes have their place we should never under-estimate their value or the 
intelligence of our staff. Staff are the ones closest to the process and will usually 
have the best ideas on how to solve an issue that needs solving. 
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