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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Repetition Is the Clue

Most recurring problems arrive disguised as

personal failures.

You forgot to follow up, so you tell yourself to be more

responsible. The kitchen becomes unmanageable again,

so you promise to stay on top of it. A project stalls at

the same stage it always does, so you decide that next

time you will be more disciplined. You miss another

deadline, neglect another maintenance task, lose

another useful note, or abandon another plan halfway

through.

The advice changes slightly. The result does not.

Try harder. Pay more attention. Be more organized. Get

serious. Stop procrastinating. Use the planner this

time. Build a better morning routine. Become the sort

of person who naturally handles these things.
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This can work once. Effort is real. Discipline matters. A

deadline can create a burst of focus, and frustration

can temporarily overpower friction. But when the same

problem returns, the return itself is information. It tells

you that the fix did not reach the mechanism producing

the problem.

A recurring problem is not one event repeated by bad

luck. It is an output.

Something makes that output likely. The task begins

with missing information. The necessary tool lives

somewhere inconvenient. The next action is vague. The

process requires a decision every time. The work

depends on remembering at precisely the right

moment. The standard is too high to survive a difficult

day. Nobody owns the follow-up. The system works only

when you are rested, motivated, and paying close

attention.

Then you blame the operator.

This book begins with a different question:

What keeps making this outcome make
sense?

That question is more useful than "What is wrong with

me?" It moves the investigation away from character

and toward conditions. It asks what happens before the
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failure, what the task demands, where the process

loses momentum, and why the undesired result

remains easier than the desired one.

Systems thinking does not mean turning your life into a

corporate flowchart. It means recognizing that

outcomes emerge from arrangements: tools, rules,

environments, defaults, timing, information,

expectations, incentives, and handoffs. Change the

arrangement and you often change the result without

needing a new personality.

Consider a simple example. You repeatedly forget to

send invoices on time. The personal explanation is that

you are careless or avoidant. The system explanation

might be that invoicing has no trigger, every invoice

must be rebuilt from scratch, client information lives in

several places, and the task appears only after the

interesting work is finished. Under those conditions,

late invoicing is not mysterious. It is the expected

output.

A motivational fix would tell you to take invoicing more

seriously. A system fix might connect invoicing to

project completion, use a standard template, keep

required information in one location, and define the

exact moment an invoice becomes due. The first

solution asks you to remember better. The second

solution makes forgetting less relevant.

That distinction is the heart of this book.

INTRODUCTION: REPETITION IS THE CLUE

7



You will learn to treat repetition as evidence rather

than accusation. You will identify the friction,

ambiguity, excess decisions, weak defaults, and fragile

dependencies that keep regenerating familiar

problems. You will build floors that still function on bad

days, close loops before they become mental inventory,

and test changes against real life rather than ideal

conditions.

You will also learn when not to build a system.

Not every inconvenience deserves automation,

documentation, or a twelve-step workflow. Systems

have maintenance costs. A solution that is more

complicated than the problem is merely a new problem

with better formatting. The aim is not maximum

control. It is appropriate structure.

A useful system does one or more of four things: it

makes the right action easier to begin, it makes the

next step clearer, it makes failure easier to notice and

interrupt, or it reduces how much attention the process

requires.

That is enough.

The work ahead is not about becoming perfectly

consistent. It is about refusing to solve structural

problems with recurring self-criticism. When a failure

repeats, stop issuing the operator the same warning.

Inspect the machinery.
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The Problem Behind the
Problem

The problem you complain about is often not the

problem you need to solve.

"I never finish anything."

"My inbox is always out of control."

"I keep missing opportunities."

"The house becomes a disaster every
week."

"I am terrible at following up."

CHAPTER 1:  THE PROBLEM BEHIND THE PROBLEM
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These statements feel specific because they describe

something familiar. Operationally, they are almost

useless. They mix an observable result with a verdict

about the person producing it. They describe the

smoke, blame the building, and skip the fire.

A useful system cannot be built around a character

judgment. It needs a repeatable event.

This is the first discipline of systems thinking: describe

the problem without explaining it too early.

From Verdict to Observation

Suppose a freelance designer says, "I am bad at client

communication." That may feel true. It may even be

supported by several unhappy experiences. But it is too

broad to investigate. What does "bad" mean?

Maybe the designer replies quickly during active work

but disappears after sending a proposal. Maybe clients

receive updates, but only after asking. Maybe project

decisions are scattered across email, text messages,

and voice notes. Maybe the designer communicates

well until the project reaches a stage that feels

uncertain. Each pattern points toward a different

system.

Compare these two descriptions:

CHAPTER 1:  THE PROBLEM BEHIND THE PROBLEM
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"I am bad at client communication."

"After I send a proposal, I often fail to
follow up unless the prospect replies
first."

The second statement gives us something to work with.

It identifies a stage, an action, and a recurring result. It

does not tell us why the follow-up fails. That is a

feature, not a weakness. Premature explanations

narrow the investigation before the evidence has had a

chance to speak.

The same principle applies outside work.

"I cannot keep the kitchen clean" becomes "Dishes

accumulate after dinner and remain in the sink until

the next afternoon."

"I never maintain my website" becomes "After

launching a site, I do not review broken links, outdated

offers, or contact information unless someone reports a

problem."

"I keep abandoning projects" becomes "I usually stop

after the initial concept is complete and the project

requires repetitive production work."
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Each rewrite removes the identity claim and reveals a

sequence.

Identity Labels Are Dead Ends

Words such as lazy, careless, undisciplined, scattered,

unmotivated, and irresponsible often masquerade as

explanations. They do not explain much. They compress

a complicated process into a moral label and then leave

you with no useful lever except "be less like that."

Even when a label contains some truth, it is usually too

expensive to use as the first diagnosis. Personal traits

are difficult to change directly. Conditions are often

easier.

A person may appear careless when information is

stored inconsistently, deadlines are invisible, and tasks

require several unnecessary handoffs. A person may

appear unmotivated when the next action is unclear

and the standard for beginning is absurdly high. A

person may appear disorganized when the system has

no designated place for incoming material.

This does not mean people have no responsibility. It

means responsibility is more useful when it leads to

redesign rather than punishment.

You are still the operator. You are also allowed to

improve the machine.

CHAPTER 1:  THE PROBLEM BEHIND THE PROBLEM
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Name the Output

A recurring problem becomes easier to investigate

when you define it as an output. An output is what the

current arrangement reliably produces.

Late invoices are an output.

Unanswered emails are an output.

Half-finished drafts are an output.

Duplicate files are an output.

A weekly scramble to find clean clothes is an output.

Once you name the output, you can ask what inputs,

rules, timing, defaults, and constraints make it likely.

A good problem statement usually contains four

elements:

What happens.

When or where it happens.

How often it happens.

What consequence follows.

For example:

• 

• 

• 

• 
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"About twice a month, I agree to a small client request

in a message, fail to record it in the project plan, and

later discover it when the client asks for an update."

That is not elegant prose. It is useful prose. It gives the

investigation a boundary.

Now compare it with: "Clients are always slipping extra

work past me."

The second version may capture the frustration, but it

assigns motive and obscures the mechanics. The first

version shows the unrecorded commitment. That is

probably where the system needs attention.

Do Not Solve the Category

Broad categories invite broad solutions.

If the problem is "finances," the solution becomes

"budget better."

If the problem is "productivity," the solution becomes

"manage time."

If the problem is "marketing," the solution becomes

"post consistently."

These are categories, not problems.

A category can contain several systems with different

failure points. "Marketing" may include idea
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generation, writing, design, publishing, distribution,

lead capture, follow-up, and measurement. You may be

competent at six of them and repeatedly fail at one.

Calling the whole category broken guarantees a vague

fix.

Narrow the problem until you can observe it.

Instead of "I need a better business system," try:

"New leads arrive through three channels, but I do not

reliably move them into one place where I can see the

next follow-up date."

Instead of "I need to get organized," try:

"Files received from clients remain in downloads or

email attachments, so I search for them again each

time I need them."

Instead of "I waste too much time," try:

"I begin most work sessions by deciding what to work

on, then spend twenty minutes reviewing several lists

before starting."

The more precise description may feel smaller than the

emotional experience. That is fine. Systems are

repaired at specific joints.
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Separate the Event from the Consequence

The most painful part of a recurring problem is often

downstream from the actual break.

A missed follow-up may lead to a lost sale. The lost sale

is the consequence. The missed follow-up is the visible

event. The system problem might begin earlier, when

the lead enters without an owner or a next-contact

date.

A late project may cause embarrassment. The

embarrassment is the consequence. The late delivery is

the visible event. The system problem might begin

when the project is accepted without a defined scope,

or when the first milestone has no date.

When you investigate, write these separately:

The recurring event.

The immediate consequence.

The larger meaning you attach to it.

For example:

Event: I do not send the weekly client update unless

there has been obvious progress.

Consequence: The client asks for status and becomes

less confident.

• 

• 

• 
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Meaning: I tell myself I am not professional enough to

handle serious clients.

The meaning matters emotionally, but it should not

control the diagnosis. Otherwise you may try to repair

confidence when the practical system simply needs a

recurring update template and a calendar trigger.

The Problem Statement Test

Before moving forward, test your problem statement.

Can another person observe whether it happened?

Does it describe a recurring event rather than a

personality?

Does it identify a meaningful boundary such as a

stage, time, place, or trigger?

Does it avoid assuming the cause?

Is it small enough that a change could plausibly

affect it?

If not, rewrite it.

"I procrastinate" is not ready.

"When a task has no obvious first step, I delay opening

it and switch to smaller work" is ready.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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"I am inconsistent with exercise" is not
ready.

"When I miss the planned morning session, I have no

alternative time or shorter version, so the day ends

with no exercise" is ready.

The goal is not to make the language clinical. The goal

is to remove enough accusation that the mechanism

becomes visible.

A Better Question

"Why do I keep doing this?" tends to summon

explanations about identity, history, and intention.

Those explanations can matter, but they often arrive

too early and become impossible to test.

Ask instead:

"What sequence keeps producing this?"

A sequence has steps. Steps can be observed. Some

steps can be removed, moved, simplified, clarified, or

connected to a trigger.
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This question does not excuse the outcome. It makes

the outcome solvable.
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EXERCISE: WRITE THE OPERATING

DESCRIPTION

Choose one recurring problem that is

annoying enough to matter but contained

enough to study.

First, write the complaint exactly as you usually

say it.

Then rewrite it using this structure:

"When ______ happens, I usually ______,

which leads to ______."

Add frequency or timing when useful.

Remove identity labels, assumed motives,

and explanations.

For example:

Weak: "I am terrible at staying in touch."

Stronger: "After an initial conversation, I often

fail to contact the person again unless they

reach out first."

Weak: "My projects always become chaotic."

• 

• 

• 
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Stronger: "Once a project has more than three

active tasks, decisions and files begin

spreading across several tools, and I lose track

of the current version."

Do not fix the problem yet. Your only job is to

describe the output clearly enough that the

system can no longer hide behind the story.

CHAPTER 1:  THE PROBLEM BEHIND THE PROBLEM
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Repetition Is Evidence

A single failure can mislead you. A pattern is

harder to dismiss.

One missed deadline might be caused by illness, a

power outage, an unusual client emergency, or plain

bad luck. Three missed deadlines at the same stage of

similar projects suggest something else. The repetition

tells you where to look.

Patterns are not proof of one specific cause. They are

evidence that a cause exists.

This distinction matters. Systems thinking is not the

practice of inventing a clever explanation and

becoming attached to it. It is the practice of comparing

occurrences, identifying what remains consistent, and

testing whether a change affects the outcome.
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The Last Three Times

Memory is a poor investigator when frustration is

involved. It compresses several events into a general

impression.

"I always do this."

"This happens every time."

"Nothing I try works."

Those statements may express the emotional truth, but

they erase the details that separate one occurrence

from another.

Instead, reconstruct the last three times.

Why three? One occurrence may be unusual. Two may

be coincidence. Three is not a magical scientific

threshold, but it is often enough to expose a repeating

structure without turning your life into a research

project.

For each occurrence, record:

What triggered the process.• 
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What you intended to happen.

What actually happened.

Where you were.

What time or stage it was.

What information and tools were available.

What you did immediately before the failure.

What happened immediately afterward.

The goal is not a perfect diary. You are looking for

shared conditions.

Suppose a small-business owner keeps failing to

publish useful articles. The complaint is "I cannot stay

consistent with content." The last three attempts reveal

this:

Each article began with a broad topic rather than a

specific question.

The owner tried to draft and edit simultaneously.

No target length was defined.

Publishing required finding an image, writing

metadata, and formatting the page after the draft

felt finished.

The work was attempted late in the day after client

tasks.

Now "inconsistency" has structure. The owner is not

merely failing to repeat a behavior. The process begins

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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ambiguously, contains several hidden stages, and is

scheduled when capacity is already low.

Look for Conditions, Not Just Actions

People tend to focus on the action that did not happen.

You did not call.

You did not clean.

You did not finish.

You did not review.

But the missing action is only one piece. Ask what

conditions surrounded it.

Was the task visible?

Was the next step clear?

Did beginning require setup?

Was another person involved?

Was there a deadline, and was it real?

Did the work arrive during a transition?

Were you already overloaded?

Did the task become emotionally charged because it

had been delayed?
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Was the desired action competing against an easier

default?

Conditions explain why the same person may behave

differently in different contexts.

You may respond promptly to messages during active

projects but ignore similar messages after delivery. You

may maintain one room easily and neglect another

because supplies are stored elsewhere. You may finish

work with external deadlines and stall on self-directed

projects because "done" has never been defined.

A trait explanation says you are inconsistent. A

condition-based explanation asks what changes

between the situations where the behavior succeeds

and the situations where it fails.

Study Success Too

Failure is not the only source of evidence. Exceptions

are valuable.

When does the problem not happen?

Which projects do you finish?

Which messages do you answer quickly?

Which routines survive busy weeks?

Which bills are never late?
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The successful cases may contain the missing design.

Perhaps you always pay the bill that arrives by email

with an automatic reminder, but delay the one that

requires logging into a separate portal. Perhaps client

work moves forward because another person expects a

deliverable, while personal work remains vague and

private. Perhaps you maintain tools stored at the point

of use but neglect tools kept in a closet.

Do not turn these observations into self-praise or self-

criticism. Compare the conditions.

The question is not "Why can I do it there but not

here?" with an implied accusation.

The question is "What support exists there that is

absent here?"

Frequency, Timing, and Stage

Patterns often become visible along three dimensions.

Frequency tells you how often the output appears. A

daily problem may require a different solution from a

quarterly problem. A system used four times a year

should not depend on memory. A system used every day

may not need extensive documentation because

repetition itself provides reinforcement.
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Timing tells you when the problem appears. Late-day

failures often involve depleted attention. Monday

failures may be caused by poor weekly setup. Problems

that appear immediately after a handoff may involve

unclear ownership. Problems that appear after a long

delay may involve missing triggers.

Stage tells you where in the process the problem

appears. Some people begin easily and struggle to

finish. Others avoid beginning but work well once

engaged. Some systems break during review, approval,

delivery, payment, storage, or maintenance.

"Project failure" is too large. "Projects stall when the

first draft needs to become a finished deliverable" is a

pattern.

Beware the Dramatic Explanation

The mind prefers explanations with emotional weight.

You lost the client because you are not built for

business.

You abandoned the draft because you fear success.

You ignored the maintenance because you secretly do

not care.

Sometimes deeper explanations are relevant. Often the

process is more ordinary. The client lead had no follow-
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up trigger. The draft had no defined reader. The

maintenance task required finding a password you did

not have.

Start with the least dramatic explanation that fits the

evidence.

This is not because simple causes are always correct. It

is because simple causes are cheaper to test.

If placing a recurring task on a visible checklist solves

the problem, you do not need a theory about your

relationship with responsibility. If it does not, continue

investigating.

Do not use psychology to explain what poor information

architecture already explains.

Correlation Is a Lead, Not a Verdict

You may notice that a failure happens when you are

tired, when a task is boring, or when several projects

are active. Treat that as a lead.

Do not immediately conclude that tiredness, boredom,

or workload is the entire cause. Ask how the system

interacts with that condition.

A good system may not eliminate tiredness. It may

reduce the number of decisions required when tired.
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It may not make repetitive work thrilling. It may make

the batch smaller and the endpoint visible.

It may not reduce every responsibility. It may make

priorities explicit when several projects compete.

The goal is not to discover one grand cause behind

every failure. It is to identify a condition you can

change or design around.

Create a Pattern Table

A simple table can expose more than a page of

reflection. Use one row for each occurrence and

columns for the conditions that may matter:

Occurrence. Trigger. Time or stage. Location. Available

information. First sign of trouble. What happened next.

Outcome.

Then compare the rows.

Circle what repeats. Underline what differs. Pay

particular attention to the first sign of trouble, not just

the final result.

For example, three abandoned website updates might

share the same early event: each begins with opening

the live site and noticing several unrelated problems.

The intended task expands, priorities become unclear,

and the update stops.
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The problem may not be maintenance discipline. It may

be uncontrolled scope expansion.

That suggests a testable change: define one

maintenance objective before opening the site, record

unrelated issues elsewhere, and complete only the

chosen objective.

Evidence Should Change the Story

A useful investigation should make your original

explanation less certain.

You may begin with "I do not follow through."

After reconstructing the pattern, you may find: "I follow

through when the task has a visible endpoint. I stall

when completion depends on several undefined

decisions."

That is a better story because it points toward a better

design.

You may begin with "I am bad with money."

The pattern may reveal: "I pay predictable bills reliably,

but irregular expenses arrive without a category or

review point."

You may begin with "I cannot stay organized."
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The pattern may reveal: "Incoming material has no

capture location, so organization begins only after

clutter has already accumulated."

The new description should be narrower, less moral,

and more actionable.
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EXERCISE: RECONSTRUCT THE LAST

THREE OCCURRENCES

Use the operating description from

Chapter 1.

Reconstruct the last three times the problem

occurred. Do not summarize them as one event.

Write each one separately.

For each occurrence, answer:

What started the sequence?

What was supposed to happen?

What happened instead?

What conditions were present?

What was the first moment the process

began to drift?

What did you do next?

Then compare the three accounts. Write down

at least three shared conditions and one

meaningful difference.

Finally, complete this sentence:

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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"The problem is more likely
when ______."

Do not treat that sentence as the final

diagnosis. It is your first evidence-based lead.
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Run the Friction Audit

Friction is the effort required before, during, and

after the work you actually care about.

Some friction is useful. A lock adds friction to entering

a building because unrestricted access would be worse.

A review step adds friction before publishing because

errors have consequences. A confirmation screen adds

friction before deleting data because accidental

deletion is expensive.

The problem is not friction itself. The problem is

friction placed where it weakens the desired behavior

without protecting anything important.

Many recurring failures are not caused by one

impossible barrier. They are caused by a pile of small

costs.

Find the file.
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Remember the password.

Decide which version is current.

Clear a workspace.

Look up the client's information.

Choose a format.

Recover the context.

Figure out what "done" means.

None of these steps is difficult enough to justify failure.

Together, they can make beginning feel heavier than

the task deserves.

Friction Is Often Invisible Until You List the

Steps

Familiar processes feel shorter in memory than they

are in reality.

"Send the invoice" sounds like one
action.

In practice it may mean:

Find the client record.

Confirm the agreed amount.

• 

• 
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Check whether expenses should be added.

Duplicate an old invoice.

Change the dates and project name.

Verify payment details.

Export the file.

Draft the email.

Attach the correct version.

Record that it was sent.

Schedule a follow-up if unpaid.

The real process contains eleven steps. If several are

ambiguous or require retrieval, late invoicing becomes

easier to understand.

A friction audit makes the hidden work visible. You

walk through the process at the level where action

actually happens.

Do not write "prepare proposal." Write what your hands

and attention must do:

Open the project notes. Find the pricing. Choose the

package. Write the scope. Estimate the timeline. Find

examples. Format the document. Review it. Export it.

Attach it. Send it. Record the next follow-up date.

The list may be ugly. That is useful. A clean label often

hides a messy system.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Seven Types of Friction

Most friction falls into a few recurring categories. A

single process may contain several.

Access friction occurs when the needed tool, file,

material, or location is hard to reach. The cleaning

supplies are upstairs. The template is buried in an old

project folder. The password lives in another device.

The notebook is not available when ideas appear.

Information friction occurs when required facts are

missing, scattered, outdated, or difficult to verify. You

cannot send the quote because measurements are

incomplete. You cannot publish because image rights

are unclear. You cannot decide because the current

status is not recorded.

Ambiguity friction occurs when the next action,

standard, priority, or endpoint is unclear. "Work on

website" creates ambiguity. "Replace the outdated

homepage testimonial" does not.

Activation friction is the setup cost of beginning. The

software takes time to configure. The workspace must

be cleared. The task requires reopening several

sources and remembering where you stopped.

Decision friction occurs when the process repeatedly

asks questions that could have been settled earlier.
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Which format? Which tool? Which naming pattern?

Which package? Which order? Which day?

Emotional friction occurs when the task carries

uncertainty, conflict, embarrassment, exposure, or

accumulated shame. A late reply becomes harder

because it is late. A proposal becomes harder because

rejection is possible. A neglected account becomes

harder to inspect because you expect bad news.

Handoff friction occurs when progress depends on

another person or moves between systems. Nobody

knows who follows up. Approval has no deadline. A

client replies in a channel that is not connected to the

project record. Work is complete but delivery requires

a separate process.

These categories are not diagnoses. They are lenses.

Use them to ask better questions.

The Friction Before the Friction

The visible resistance may not be located where you

think.

You may say you resist writing. In reality, you resist

choosing what the article is about.

You may say you avoid bookkeeping. In reality, you

avoid gathering transactions from several accounts.
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You may say you dislike exercise. In reality, the planned

workout requires travel, clothing, equipment, and a full

hour.

The actual activity may be acceptable once it begins.

The surrounding setup is what keeps defeating it.

Ask: What must be true before the real work can start?

If the answer contains five retrieval steps, three

decisions, and a negotiation with your own schedule,

the system is charging an admission fee.

Reduce the fee.

Friction During the Work

Beginning is not the only vulnerable point. Some

processes start well and decay halfway through.

Look for context switching, repeated approvals, unclear

intermediate standards, tool limitations, waiting, and

rework.

A creator may begin a video easily but stall because

editing requires making hundreds of small choices with

no predefined style. A contractor may complete the job

but delay closing it because photos, signatures, and

payment are handled separately. A household may start

cleaning but leave several piles because objects have

no assigned home.
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Ask:

Where does the work slow?

Where do errors appear?

Where do you repeat steps?

Where do you pause to decide?

Where do you leave the system and enter another

one?

Where does temporary work become permanent

clutter?

The point is not to make every process fast. It is to

locate effort that does not improve the outcome.

Friction After the Work

Completion often contains hidden labor.

Finishing the creative work is not the same as

publishing it.

Finishing the service is not the same as invoicing it.

Buying the item is not the same as storing it,

maintaining it, or discarding the packaging.

Holding the meeting is not the same as recording

decisions and assigning next actions.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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When the after-work is invisible, tasks remain ninety

percent complete. They create open loops and make

the next cycle harder.

A complete friction audit includes closure:

How is the result delivered?

How is completion recorded?

What must be stored?

Who must be notified?

What follow-up is required?

What resets the system for next time?

A kitchen is not fully reset when the dishes are washed

but the counters remain covered and supplies are not

returned. A project is not fully closed when the files are

delivered but credentials, final payment, and future

maintenance are unresolved.

Do Not Automate Confusion

Once friction becomes visible, the temptation is to buy

a tool or build an automation.

Resist that impulse for a moment.

Automation accelerates a defined process. It does not

define the process for you.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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If lead follow-up is inconsistent because nobody knows

what qualifies as a lead, adding a customer relationship

system will create a more elaborate place to be

inconsistent. If files are chaotic because naming rules

are unclear, automatic synchronization will distribute

the chaos efficiently.

First simplify the sequence. Remove steps that add no

value. Clarify the next action. Put information in one

place. Choose a default. Then decide whether a tool is

necessary.

A good rule is: do not automate a process you cannot

explain plainly.

Friction Has a Maintenance Budget

Every friction reduction has a cost.

A template must be updated.

An automation can break.

A checklist can become obsolete.

A new tool requires learning and administration.

The solution should be lighter than the problem it

solves.

If a task happens once a year, a one-page instruction

may be better than a complex system. If a task happens
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every day, moving one object or changing one default

may produce enormous value.

Consider frequency, consequence, and complexity.

High-frequency friction deserves attention because

small costs compound.

High-consequence friction deserves attention because

one failure is expensive.

Low-frequency, low-consequence friction may deserve

tolerance.

Not everything needs to become elegant.
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EXERCISE: CONDUCT THE AUDIT

Choose the recurring process you have

been investigating.

Start at the earliest trigger and write every

physical or mental step until the process is fully

closed.

Do not group steps under broad labels. Write

them at the level of actual action.

Next to each step, mark any friction present:

Access.

Information.

Ambiguity.

Activation.

Decision.

Emotional.

Handoff.

Then answer:

Which step requires the most setup?

Which step depends most heavily on

memory?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Which decision is repeated without

improving the result?

Which information is retrieved more than

once?

Where does the process leave one tool or

person and enter another?

Which step exists only because an earlier

step is poorly designed?

Finally, circle the three friction points that

create the most delay or avoidance.

Do not redesign the entire process yet. The

next chapter will help you decide which point

deserves intervention first.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Find the Failure Point

The place where a problem becomes visible is not

always the place where it begins.

A client complains on Friday. The visible problem is the

complaint.

The project missed its milestone on Thursday. That

looks like the cause.

The work slowed on Tuesday because required

feedback had not arrived.

The feedback was never requested clearly on Monday.

The project was planned without an approval

checkpoint the week before.

The earliest preventable break may be far upstream

from the moment that finally demanded attention.
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This is why recurring problems survive obvious fixes.

We intervene at the loudest point.

We apologize to the client.

We work late.

We send a stronger reminder.

We promise to check earlier next time.

Then the same upstream condition recreates the same

downstream emergency.

The First Break Matters Most

A process can contain several failures, but they are not

equally important.

Imagine a person repeatedly arrives late to

appointments.

They leave home late.

They begin getting ready late.

They underestimate travel time.

They schedule appointments without checking the

preceding commitment.

Their calendar has no travel buffer.
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The most visible failure is leaving late. Telling them to

leave earlier may help temporarily. But if appointments

continue to be scheduled back-to-back with no travel

time, the system will keep applying pressure at

departure.

The earliest preventable break often offers the most

leverage because downstream corrections must fight

the momentum already created.

This does not mean you must always redesign the

earliest event in time. Some upstream conditions are

outside your control. The useful target is the earliest

point you can reasonably change that would alter the

chain.

Build the Failure Chain

Start with the recurring output and work backward

using "because."

"The invoice was sent two weeks late."

Because I did not prepare it when the project was

completed.

Why?
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Because project completion did not trigger an invoicing

task.

Why?

Because delivery and billing were treated as separate

processes.

Why?

Because my project checklist ends when files are sent.

Now the system problem is visible. The invoice is not

merely late. Billing is absent from the definition of

project completion.

A failure chain should move from event to condition.

Weak chain:

The invoice was late because I procrastinated.

I procrastinated because I lacked discipline.

I lacked discipline because I am bad at administration.

This chain moves from event to identity. It cannot be

redesigned.

Stronger chain:

The invoice was late because I postponed creating it.

I postponed creating it because the amount and billing

details had to be reconstructed.
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They had to be reconstructed because they were not

stored in the project record.

That chain ends at an actionable condition.

Stop When You Reach a Lever

You do not need to explain your entire life.

A failure chain can continue indefinitely. The missing

billing details may exist because the intake form is

incomplete. The intake form may be incomplete

because you copied it from an older business. The older

business may have used a different pricing model. At

some point, investigation becomes archaeology.

Stop when you reach a condition that meets three

tests:

It appears before the recurring failure.

It plausibly contributes to the failure.

You can change it without creating a larger

problem.

That is a lever.

For the late invoice, the lever may be adding billing

details to the project record and including invoice

creation in the delivery checklist.

You do not need a complete theory of procrastination.

• 

• 

• 
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Distinguish Trigger, Vulnerability, and

Failure Point

These three ideas are related but different.

The trigger starts the sequence.

The vulnerability makes failure more likely.

The failure point is where the process first

meaningfully breaks.

Suppose a weekly report is repeatedly late.

The trigger is the end of the reporting period.

The vulnerability is that data comes from several

sources.

The failure point is that nobody begins collecting the

data until the report is due.

The trigger does not need to change. The vulnerability

may be reduced over time. The failure point offers an

immediate intervention: collect inputs continuously or

create an earlier collection checkpoint.

This distinction prevents you from trying to eliminate

normal triggers or solve every vulnerability at once.

Sometimes the best system accepts the vulnerability

and protects the failure point.
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A person may remain forgetful. The system can still

externalize reminders.

A task may remain boring. The system can still reduce

its batch size.

A client may remain slow to respond. The system can

still include an approval deadline and an automatic

schedule adjustment.

Design around reality, not the personality transplant

you hope to receive later.

Downstream Fixes Are Expensive

The farther a failure travels, the more expensive it

becomes.

A missing file name at capture becomes a search

problem later.

An unclear agreement becomes a scope dispute later.

A skipped maintenance task becomes an emergency

repair later.

An unanswered question becomes rework later.

A small ambiguity at intake can produce hours of

correction at delivery.

Downstream work often feels urgent and therefore

productive. It is still rework.
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One useful question is:

"What small earlier action would have
made this later rescue unnecessary?"

That action may be a confirmation, a checklist item, a

naming rule, a visible trigger, a required field, or a

decision deadline.

The answer is rarely glamorous. Good systems often

remove drama by handling boring details earlier.

Watch for Handoffs

Failure points frequently appear where responsibility

changes.

A prospect becomes a client.

A draft moves to review.

A job moves from field work to office work.

A purchase becomes something that must be stored.

A conversation becomes a commitment.

A completed task becomes a maintenance obligation.

At a handoff, information and ownership can disappear.
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Ask:

Who owns the next action?

How do they know they own it?

What information moves with the work?

What indicates that the handoff is complete?

What happens if the next person does nothing?

When the answer is "someone usually remembers," the

handoff is fragile.

In one-person systems, handoffs still exist. Present you

hands work to future you. The drafting version of you

hands work to the editing version. The person who

buys supplies hands them to the person who later

needs to find them.

Future you is not a magical employee with perfect

context. Leave a usable handoff.

Choose One Intervention Point

Once you see several weaknesses, redesigning

everything feels tempting. It also makes the result

difficult to evaluate.

Choose one intervention point for the first test.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The best first intervention is usually:

Early enough to prevent downstream cost.

Small enough to implement now.

Specific enough to observe.

Frequent enough to test soon.

Suppose leads are being lost. You identify several

issues: inquiries arrive through multiple channels,

contact details are incomplete, follow-up timing is

inconsistent, and proposals take too long.

You could adopt an entire sales platform. Or you could

begin with one rule: every serious inquiry receives a

record with a next-contact date before the conversation

is considered complete.

That single intervention may reveal whether visibility

and ownership were the main failure point. If the

problem continues, you have learned something and

can change the next variable.

A system is not a monument. It is a series of tested

corrections.

The Failure Point Is Not Always Yours

Some recurring problems involve another person, an

organization, or a constraint you cannot control.

• 

• 

• 
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A client delays approval.

A vendor provides inconsistent information.

A family member does not return items to the

designated place.

A platform changes its rules.

Systems thinking does not grant control where none

exists. It helps you identify the boundary.

You may not control when a client replies. You can

control whether the proposal states an approval

deadline, whether delays move the schedule, and

whether unanswered requests generate a follow-up.

You may not control whether someone returns an item.

You can control whether the item has an obvious home,

whether duplicates are needed, or whether the process

depends on that item being available.

Do not confuse designing your side of the boundary

with controlling the other side.

The aim is resilience, not domination.
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EXERCISE: TRACE THE FAILURE

BACKWARD

Write the recurring output at the top of a

page.

Below it, write "because" and describe the

event immediately before it.

Continue backward until you reach a condition

you can change.

Use events and conditions, not identity labels.

Then mark:

The trigger that begins the sequence.

The vulnerability that makes failure more

likely.

The earliest preventable break.

The first practical lever under your control.

Finish with this sentence:

"For the next test, I will change
______ before ______ happens."

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Keep the intervention small. You are not trying

to prove that you understand the entire system.

You are trying to alter the chain at a point

where one change can prevent repeated

downstream work.
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Remove Unnecessary
Decisions

A system becomes unreliable when it asks the

operator to remake the same low-value decision

every time.

Which file name should I use?

Which package should I recommend?

When should I follow up?

Where should this note go?

What counts as finished?

Which task should I start first?

How polished does this need to be?

None of these questions is automatically difficult. The

problem is repetition. Every unresolved choice creates
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a small pause, and every pause creates another chance

to delay, improvise, or leave the process unfinished.

Decision-making is valuable when circumstances

genuinely differ. It is wasteful when the answer rarely

changes.

The point is not to eliminate judgment. It is to reserve

judgment for the moments that deserve it.

Decide Once

A repeated decision should earn the right to remain a

decision.

Sometimes the answer improves when you reconsider

it. A proposal for a complex client should reflect the

client. A medical decision should respond to current

information. A creative direction may need exploration.

Other choices produce no meaningful benefit through

repetition.

You probably do not need to invent a file-naming

pattern for every project.

You do not need to decide from scratch when an unpaid

invoice receives a reminder.

You do not need a fresh structure for every routine

status update.
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You do not need to debate where incoming client files

belong.

You do not need to renegotiate the minimum

acceptable version of a weekly review every Friday.

These are candidates for a standing decision: a rule,

default, template, checklist, threshold, or sequence

chosen in advance.

A standing decision converts attention into

infrastructure. You spend thought once so the process

requires less thought later.

Decision Friction Hides Inside "Simple"

Work

A task can contain more decisions than actions.

Consider writing a short business article. The visible

action is writing. The hidden decisions may include:

What topic should I choose?

Who exactly is this for?

How long should it be?

What tone should I use?

Should I include examples?

What is the title?

Which image fits?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Where will I publish it?

What call to action belongs at the end?

When is it good enough?

A person can sit at the computer for thirty minutes,

make several decisions, and produce almost nothing.

From the outside, it looks like procrastination. Inside

the process, the operator is being asked to design the

entire production system while using it.

A better system settles recurring questions before the

writing session. The article answers one practical

question from a defined audience. The target is 800 to

1,200 words. The draft is written before the title is

finalized. One concrete example is required. The

standard call to action is chosen from two approved

options. Publishing follows a checklist.

The writer still makes creative decisions. The

administrative choices no longer crowd the same

moment.

Five Decisions Worth Removing

Repeated decisions commonly appear in five forms.

Placement decisions ask where something belongs.

Where does this file go? Where is this task recorded?

Where do receipts live? A designated home removes

• 

• 

• 
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search and prevents temporary locations from

becoming permanent.

Timing decisions ask when something happens. When

do you invoice? When do you review leads? When is

maintenance performed? A trigger or schedule

prevents the task from waiting for the right mood.

Sequence decisions ask what happens next. What is the

order for launching a page, closing a project,

onboarding a client, or resetting a room? A checklist

preserves the sequence.

Threshold decisions ask when action becomes

necessary. How late can a payment become before

follow-up? How many active tasks are too many? How

much information is required before a quote can be

produced? A threshold turns vague concern into a

defined response.

Quality decisions ask what standard applies. How

polished must the internal note be? What does a

complete first draft contain? Which errors block

publication, and which can wait? A clear standard

prevents perfectionism from pretending to be quality

control.

When one of these questions appears repeatedly,

capture the answer outside the moment of execution.
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Rules Reduce Negotiation

A useful rule is specific enough to guide behavior and

simple enough to remember or see.

"Follow up better" is not a rule.

"Every qualified lead receives a next-contact date

before I close the conversation" is a rule.

"Keep files organized" is not a rule.

"All client-provided files move from downloads into the

project's Input folder before I begin work" is a rule.

"Do not let projects drag on" is not a
rule.

"If client feedback is more than three business days

late, send the standard reminder and move the delivery

date by the same amount" is a rule.

Rules are especially useful at predictable failure points.

They reduce the opportunity for the operator to

reinterpret the situation under pressure.

CHAPTER 5:  REMOVE UNNECESSARY DECISIONS

65



This matters because delayed decisions tend to become

emotional decisions. The unpaid invoice feels awkward.

The late reply feels embarrassing. The overcommitted

schedule feels irreversible. A rule made earlier can

carry you through a moment when avoidance would

otherwise rewrite the plan.

Templates Preserve Good Thinking

A template is a decision stored in reusable form.

It may be a document, message, folder structure,

project board, intake form, meeting agenda, design file,

or checklist. Its job is not to make every outcome

identical. Its job is to prevent the same foundational

work from being rebuilt.

A good template includes what is stable and leaves

room for what varies.

A proposal template may preserve the sequence,

payment terms, assumptions, and approval process

while allowing the scope and price to change.

A client update template may preserve four prompts:

What was completed? What is in progress? What is

blocked? What happens next?

A project folder template may create the same

locations for contracts, source material, working files,

deliverables, and archive material.
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Templates reduce omissions because they make

expectations visible before memory is tested.

The danger is confusing a template with a finished

answer. A template should support judgment, not

conceal its absence. If every client receives irrelevant

language because the template is never adapted, the

system has eliminated a decision that still matters.

Standardize the frame. Customize the substance.

Checklists Protect Sequences

A checklist is useful when a process contains several

necessary steps and missing one creates downstream

cost.

Memory is often sufficient for the interesting center of

the work. It is less reliable at the edges.

You remember how to design the site. You forget to test

the contact form.

You remember how to complete the service. You forget

to request the testimonial.

You remember how to publish the article. You forget to

verify the page title.

You remember the meeting. You forget to record the

decision afterward.
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Checklists protect the boring steps that make the

outcome complete.

A checklist should not describe everything you know. It

should capture the steps that are required, easy to

miss, or expensive to recover later.

If the checklist becomes a transcript of the entire

process, it will be ignored. If it contains only obvious

reminders, it adds ceremony without protection.

Ask of each item:

Would this step be forgotten under pressure?

Would skipping it create meaningful rework or

risk?

Does its position in the sequence matter?

Can completion be observed?

If the answer is no, the item may not belong.

Pre-Commitment Moves the Decision

Earlier

Some decisions are difficult because they occur at the

worst possible moment.

Choosing whether to perform maintenance when

something more urgent is available will usually favor

urgency.

• 

• 

• 
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Choosing whether to send a follow-up after the

message already feels late will usually favor further

delay.

Choosing the minimum version of a routine after

energy has collapsed will usually produce no version at

all.

Pre-commitment means deciding while conditions are

calm what will happen when a predictable condition

appears.

If a lead has not replied within four days, send the

follow-up.

If the full weekly review cannot happen, complete the

ten-minute version.

If a new request changes scope, pause work until the

change is written and priced.

If an idea does not fit the current project objective,

place it in the later list rather than expanding the

project.

The rule does not eliminate choice forever. It prevents

the same conflict from being reopened each time.

Pre-commitment is not self-coercion. It is support from

the version of you who could see the pattern clearly.
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Defaults, Rules, and Exceptions

Systems become brittle when rules are treated as proof

of virtue.

A rule exists to improve an outcome. It is not a law of

nature.

The goal is not to follow the standard process

regardless of reality. The goal is to make the ordinary

case easier while keeping exceptions visible.

A useful system distinguishes between:

The standard path.

The conditions that justify an exception.

Who can approve or choose the exception.

What must be recorded when the exception occurs.

In a one-person system, you may hold all four roles.

The distinction still helps.

Suppose your standard is to require a deposit before

beginning client work. An exception may be reasonable

for a long-standing client with a purchase-order

process. The exception should be conscious. It should

not emerge because asking for the deposit felt

uncomfortable.

• 

• 

• 

• 

CHAPTER 5:  REMOVE UNNECESSARY DECISIONS

70



Good rules remove casual negotiation while preserving

deliberate judgment.

Decision Debt

An unresolved decision does not disappear. It becomes

decision debt.

The question returns each time the process reaches the

same point. Because no answer has been stored, the

operator pays again.

Where should I track this?

Which version should I use?

Do I need to respond?

Should I keep this?

Is this ready?

What happens now?

Decision debt accumulates in vague project boards,

crowded desktops, unfinished drafts, overflowing

inboxes, and systems with multiple competing sources

of truth.

You can often identify decision debt by noticing where

the same discussion keeps reopening.

Teams debate the same naming convention.
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A household repeatedly relocates the same objects.

A freelancer rethinks pricing for every inquiry.

A creator re-evaluates the platform for every piece of

content.

A manager repeatedly asks for status because

reporting expectations were never defined.

The solution is not always a permanent rule.

Sometimes the decision only needs an owner and a

deadline. But it must leave the recurring workflow.

Do Not Standardize What Needs Attention

Efficiency has a seductive logic: if removing some

decisions helps, removing more must help more.

It does not.

Some decisions are the work.

A designer should notice what makes the project

distinct.

A manager should respond to changes in risk.

A writer should choose the argument.

A parent should adapt to the child.
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A business owner should evaluate whether an

opportunity fits.

The test is not whether a decision repeats. The test is

whether reconsidering it meaningfully improves the

outcome.

Remove the decisions that consume attention without

adding intelligence.

Protect the decisions where intelligence matters.
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EXERCISE: BUILD A STANDING

DECISION

List five questions you repeatedly answer

inside one recurring process.

For each question, ask:

Does the answer usually change?

Does reconsidering it improve the result?

What happens when the decision is

delayed?

Could the answer become a rule, template,

checklist item, threshold, or default?

What exception would still require

judgment?

Choose one decision to remove from the live

process.

Write the standing decision in operational

language:

"When ______ occurs, I will
______."

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Then place the decision where it will appear at

the moment of use. Add it to the checklist,

template, intake form, calendar trigger, project

record, or physical environment.

A decision stored where you cannot see it is

only a good intention with filing.

Test the standing decision the next three times

the process occurs. Keep it if it reduces delay

or inconsistency. Revise it if the exceptions are

more common than the standard.

The goal is not to become less thoughtful. It is

to stop spending thought on questions you have

already answered.
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Build Better Defaults

A default is what happens when nobody makes a

fresh decision.

It is the file location automatically selected.

The object left within reach.

The first screen that opens.

The task already placed on the schedule.

The response produced when no exception is declared.

The behavior that requires the least interruption.

Defaults are powerful because most days contain more

demands than deliberate choices. Whatever happens

automatically, visibly, or conveniently receives an

enormous advantage.

A system can recommend one behavior while defaulting

to another.
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You may intend to capture every lead in one list, but

inquiries remain inside whichever channel received

them.

You may intend to maintain your website, but no review

is scheduled and no maintenance list exists.

You may intend to cook at home, but the necessary

ingredients require planning while takeout requires

four taps.

You may intend to work on the important project, but

the computer opens directly into communication and

incoming requests.

The official plan is not the real system. The default is.

What Happens If You Do Nothing?

The fastest way to discover a default is to ask what

happens without intervention.

If you do not manually move a downloaded file, it

remains in downloads.

If you do not choose tomorrow's priority, the morning

begins with deciding.

If you do not schedule a follow-up, the conversation

disappears beneath newer messages.
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If you do not reset the workspace, the next session

begins with yesterday's debris.

If you do not define an ending, the project remains

active indefinitely.

The no-action path matters because attention is finite.

Any system that requires constant correction will

eventually produce its default output.

A weak system says, "Remember to make the better

choice."

A stronger system changes what happens when

remembering fails.

Design the First Visible Option

People often choose from what appears first, not from

every option that theoretically exists.

A document template on the start screen is more likely

to be used than one buried in an archive.

A task visible on the working dashboard is more likely

to be completed than one stored in a separate list.

Cleaning supplies at the point of use are more likely to

be used than supplies in a distant cabinet.
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A prepared project note is more likely to receive

attention than a vague reminder to "work on the

project."

Visibility is not decoration. It is routing.

The first visible option should point toward the desired

first action.

This is especially important at transitions:

When the workday begins.

When a meeting ends.

When a client says yes.

When a file arrives.

When a purchase enters the home.

When a task becomes blocked.

When a project is delivered.

Transitions create brief moments in which the next

path is selected. If the system presents no path, habit

and convenience make the choice.

Place the next action at the transition.

When the meeting ends, the decision record opens.

When the project is approved, the onboarding checklist

begins.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

CHAPTER 6:  BUILD BETTER DEFAULTS

79



When the file downloads, it moves into the intake

location.

When the work session ends, the restart note is

written.

When the invoice is sent, the follow-up date is created.

The path should not depend on remembering later

what could be handled now.

Move Tools to the Point of Use

Physical systems reveal defaults clearly.

If you repeatedly need an item in one location but store

it elsewhere, the system is charging access friction

every time. Eventually, the item will be left where it

was used, replaced with an inferior substitute, or not

used.

The traditional storage location is not automatically the

correct one.

Store the tool where the action occurs.

Keep the capture method where information arrives.

Put the replacement supply near the item it replaces.

Place the reset instruction where the reset is

performed.
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The same principle applies digitally.

Keep the project brief linked from the working

document.

Place the standard response inside the communication

tool.

Link the maintenance checklist from the site

dashboard.

Put the naming rule in the folder template.

Keep the next action in the same system where the

work is reviewed.

A resource that requires remembering where it lives is

less available than it appears.

Default to Capture, Not Memory

Many systems fail at the moment new information

arrives.

A client mentions an additional request.

A colleague makes a decision in conversation.

A household supply runs low.

An idea appears during unrelated work.

A deadline changes.
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A problem is noticed but cannot be handled

immediately.

Without a capture default, the information remains in

the location of arrival: a text message, a mental note, a

scrap of paper, an open browser tab, or a promise to

remember.

The system now depends on future retrieval.

A capture default answers two questions: Where does

new information go? What happens to it next?

One capture location is usually better than several

specialized locations that are inconsistently used. The

capture system can be temporary, but it must have a

review path. Otherwise it becomes a graveyard with

excellent intake.

A useful capture default might be:

Every commitment enters the task system before

the conversation ends.

Every client file enters the project's Input folder.

Every maintenance issue enters one backlog.

Every purchase requiring action remains in a

visible processing area.

Every idea enters one inbox and is reviewed

weekly.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Capture is not completion. It is a reliable handoff from

the present moment to a future review.

Make the Preferred Action Smaller and the

Competing Action Larger

Defaults can be changed in two directions.

Reduce friction around the desired behavior.

Add reasonable friction around the undesired behavior.

To reduce friction:

Prepare the file.

Pre-fill the template.

Keep the tool available.

Define the first step.

Schedule the block.

Store the required information.

Create a shorter version.

To add friction:

Log out of the distracting service.

Remove the shortcut.

Require a written scope change.

Place purchases on a review list before checkout.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Disable unnecessary notifications.

Archive obsolete templates so they are not selected

accidentally.

The aim is not to create a prison. It is to stop

pretending that all options deserve equal convenience.

A default expresses a preference through structure.

Use Automation Carefully

Automation can create a strong default because it acts

without waiting for attention.

A recurring task appears automatically.

A form creates a project record.

A payment reminder is scheduled.

A file is copied into a standard folder.

A status report is generated from current data.

But automation can also make errors invisible and

multiply bad assumptions.

Before automating, confirm:

The trigger is clear.

The desired result is stable.

The exceptions are understood.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Failure will become visible.

The automation can be maintained.

The manual process is already coherent.

An automation that silently fails is worse than a manual

step you know you skipped.

Good automation removes repetitive execution while

preserving observability. You should be able to tell what

happened, what did not happen, and what requires

intervention.

Default the Review, Not Just the Action

Some systems cannot be fully automated or

standardized because conditions change. In those

cases, create a review default.

A maintenance backlog needs a recurring review.

A lead list needs a next-contact review.

A budget needs an irregular-expense review.

A project portfolio needs a decision about what remains

active.

A capture inbox needs processing.

The review should have a trigger, a bounded scope, and

a defined output.

• 

• 

• 
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"Review business" is vague.

"Every Monday, review active leads and assign a next-

contact date or close the record" is operational.

"Clean up files" is vague.

"On the first workday of each month, review the

Downloads folder and either file, act on, or delete each

item" is operational.

A review default prevents slow drift from remaining

invisible until it becomes a rescue project.

Defaults Must Include Completion

Many defaults support starting and ignore finishing.

The project template makes it easy to begin, but no

archive process exists.

The note system captures ideas, but no review removes

dead material.

The online purchase is easy, but returns require

locating packaging and deadlines.
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The meeting is scheduled automatically, but decisions

are not recorded afterward.

A complete default includes the exit path.

Ask:

What marks this as done?

Where does the result go?

What follow-up is created?

What is reset?

What becomes inactive?

What information must remain accessible?

Systems accumulate residue when entry is easy and

exit is undefined. A good default makes beginning

easier without making completion someone else's

problem.

Beware the Default You Inherited

Many defaults were not designed for your current

needs.

A folder structure copied from a former job.

A weekly meeting that survived its original purpose.

A pricing model based on an earlier business.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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A household storage convention chosen for a previous

home.

A notification setting selected by a software company.

A project tool configured around a team you no longer

have.

Defaults persist because changing them requires a

decision, while keeping them requires nothing.

That does not make them neutral.

Audit inherited defaults by asking:

Who or what originally chose this?

What outcome does it make easier?

Does that outcome still matter?

Who bears the friction?

What would happen if the default were reversed?

A software platform may default to maximum

notification because engagement benefits the platform.

A business process may default to accepting vague

requests because confrontation was avoided. A

household may default to one person remembering

everything because that arrangement once appeared

convenient.

Defaults distribute effort. Notice where they send it.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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A Better Default Should Survive

Inattention

The test of a default is not whether it works when you

are focused on it.

New systems often perform well during the week they

are created. The folders are fresh. The checklist is

visible. The operator is interested.

Then attention moves elsewhere.

A useful default continues producing an acceptable

result when it is no longer exciting.

It should be:

Easy to see.

Easy to enter.

Hard to misunderstand.

Light enough to maintain.

Compatible with ordinary interruptions.

Able to reveal when it fails.

If the system requires frequent motivation to keep the

default active, the motivation is the actual system.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

CHAPTER 6:  BUILD BETTER DEFAULTS

89



Run the No-Action Test

For any recurring process, imagine that you become

busy and stop managing it actively for two weeks.

What accumulates?

What disappears?

What remains unfinished?

What becomes difficult to recover?

Which choice is made automatically?

Who notices first?

What consequence appears?

This thought experiment exposes the true default.

Suppose a freelancer stops actively managing leads.

Inquiries remain in email, social messages, and text.

No next-contact dates exist. The newest conversations

stay visible; older ones disappear. The default is not

"follow up later." The default is "lose visibility over

time."

A better design creates one record for each qualified

lead, requires a next action, and surfaces overdue

follow-ups. Inattention may still delay work, but it no

longer erases the obligation.
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The goal is not to make failure impossible. It is to make

failure less silent.

CHAPTER 6:  BUILD BETTER DEFAULTS

91



EXERCISE: REDESIGN THE NO-ACTION

PATH

Choose the failure point identified in

Chapter 4.

Answer:

What happens now if I do nothing?

Which option appears first?

Where must I go to begin the desired action?

What information or tool is missing at the point

of use?

What competing behavior is easier?

How does the process currently end?

How will I know if the default fails?

Then design one better default. You might:

Move a tool or link to the point of use.

Create a standard capture location.

Schedule the next action automatically.

Pre-fill a template.

Make the preferred first step visible.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Add a review trigger.

Define the completion path.

Add friction to the competing behavior.

Write the change in this form:

"When ______ occurs, the system
will make ______ the easiest
visible next action."

Keep the change small enough to implement

immediately.

Then run the no-action test again. Imagine that

you are distracted, tired, or occupied with

something else. Does the new arrangement still

produce a better result than the old one?

A default is successful when the system

remains helpful after you stop thinking about

the system.

• 

• 

• 
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Add Floors, Not Perfect
Routines

Most plans are designed for the version of life in

which nothing goes wrong.

You have enough time.

You slept well.

The previous task ended on schedule.

The required information is available.

Nobody interrupts.

Your motivation agrees with the calendar.

Under those conditions, almost any plan can look

intelligent.

The real test begins when capacity drops.
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A perfect routine that disappears on a difficult day is

not a robust system. It is a best-case scenario written

as policy.

A floor is the minimum version that preserves the

function of the system when the full version is not

realistic.

The Floor Is Not the Goal

A floor and a goal serve different purposes.

The goal describes the preferred level of performance.

The floor describes the minimum level at which the

system remains alive.

A goal might be a full weekly business review. The floor

might be checking cash, deadlines, and active leads for

ten minutes.

A goal might be a complete household reset. The floor

might be clearing the sink, preparing tomorrow's

essentials, and removing trash.

A goal might be writing one thousand words. The floor

might be opening the draft, adding one usable

paragraph, and leaving a restart note.

A goal might be a detailed project update. The floor

might be sending three lines: current status, blocker,

and next action.
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The floor should not be impressive. It should prevent a

temporary reduction in capacity from becoming a

complete loss of continuity.

All-or-Nothing Systems Create Cascades

When only the full version counts, a small disruption

becomes a total failure.

The planned hour is unavailable, so nothing happens.

The full review cannot be completed, so no review

occurs.

The workspace cannot be completely organized, so the

most important area remains unusable.

The ideal article cannot be written, so no rough draft

exists.

The entire backlog cannot be processed, so overdue

items remain hidden.

Then the missed process creates additional friction for

the next attempt.

The untouched workspace is harder to enter.

The unreviewed project loses context.

The ignored inbox grows.

The delayed reply becomes emotionally heavier.
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The absent draft leaves nothing to improve.

This is the cascade: one missed ideal version increases

the cost of returning.

A floor interrupts the cascade. It does not solve

everything. It preserves the bridge back.

Protect the Function, Not the Ritual

To define a floor, identify what the system is actually

for.

A weekly review is not valuable because reviewing is

virtuous. Its function may be to reveal deadlines, assign

next actions, and prevent neglected commitments.

A cleaning routine is not valuable because the

sequence is correct. Its function may be to keep

essential spaces usable and reduce tomorrow's setup

cost.

A writing routine is not valuable because a particular

time block was completed. Its function may be to

maintain context and create material that can be

developed.

When capacity is low, protect the function and reduce

the ritual.
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Ask:

What consequence is this system meant to prevent?

What information must remain current?

What minimum action preserves continuity?

What can safely wait?

What would make restarting easier?

The answer defines the floor. A floor based on ritual

becomes arbitrary. A floor based on function remains

useful.

Build a Capacity Ladder

A binary system has two settings: full performance and

failure.

A resilient system has levels.

For example, a project review might have:

Full version: Review every active project, update

status, confirm milestones, clear the inbox, and

plan the week.

Reduced version: Review active deadlines, blocked

work, and commitments to other people.

Floor version: Identify the single most time-

sensitive obligation and the next action required

today.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Emergency version: Send one message if a

commitment is at risk.

The emergency version may feel almost too small to

count. It counts because it protects trust and prevents

silence from becoming a larger problem.

A household reset might have:

Full version: Dishes, counters, floors, laundry,

trash, and tomorrow's preparation.

Reduced version: Dishes, counters, trash.

Floor version: Clear the sink and one usable

surface.

Emergency version: Contain food waste and create

a safe path through the room.

A capacity ladder avoids the false choice between ideal

execution and abandonment. Define the levels before

the bad day. Low-capacity moments are poor times to

negotiate what matters.

Make the Floor Obvious

A floor fails when it requires interpretation.

"Do a little" is not a floor.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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"Work on it briefly" is not a floor.

"Handle the essentials" is not a floor.

The operator should be able to recognize completion.

A useful floor contains:

A trigger.

A bounded action.

A visible endpoint.

A restart benefit.

For example:

"If I cannot complete the full weekly review, I will

spend ten minutes checking the calendar, active client

commitments, and unpaid invoices. I will write

tomorrow's first action before stopping."

The trigger is inability to complete the full review. The

action is bounded to ten minutes and three categories.

The endpoint is the written first action. The restart

benefit is reduced ambiguity tomorrow.

A vague floor becomes another decision. A defined floor

removes one.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Floors Should Reduce Recovery Cost

The most valuable minimum action is often the one that

makes returning easier.

When stopping work, leave a note explaining where to

resume.

When postponing a task, schedule the next contact

rather than leaving it mentally open.

When unable to complete cleanup, gather related items

into one contained location.

When a project stalls, record the blocker and the

person or information required.

When a routine breaks, preserve the next trigger.

The floor is not merely a smaller amount of output. It is

a recovery mechanism.

This changes how you choose the minimum.

Suppose you cannot finish editing an article. Adding

two polished sentences may produce more output, but

leaving a clear list of the three unresolved sections may

reduce tomorrow's activation friction more.

Suppose you cannot complete bookkeeping.

Categorizing a few easy transactions may feel

productive, but identifying the missing statement and
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placing it on tomorrow's list may protect the process

better.

Choose the minimum that keeps the system legible.

A Floor Is Not Permission to Hide

Minimum systems can be misused.

A floor may quietly become the normal operating level

even when capacity has returned. A temporary reduced

mode can become a permanent ceiling because it feels

safe and easy.

The answer is not to remove the floor. It is to include an

escalation rule.

Examples:

Use the floor for no more than two consecutive

cycles before scheduling a recovery session.

If the reduced version occurs three times in a

month, review whether the full process is

oversized.

If the emergency version is needed, notify affected

people and reassess commitments.

When capacity returns, complete the restart step

before adding new work.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The floor protects continuity. The escalation rule

prevents indefinite shrinkage.

Repeated use of the floor is evidence. It may indicate

overload, poor scheduling, excessive scope, or a full

routine designed beyond available capacity.

Do not blame the floor for revealing that the ceiling

was unrealistic.

Floors for One-Person Businesses

Small operations are especially vulnerable to all-or-

nothing systems because there is no separate

department absorbing disruption.

When client work expands, marketing disappears.

When delivery becomes urgent, invoicing waits.

When personal capacity drops, administration loses.

When one project becomes complicated, every other

process becomes invisible.

Floors help preserve essential functions across uneven

weeks.

A lead-management floor might be: every new inquiry

receives a reply or acknowledgment within one

business day and a next-contact date.

CHAPTER 7:  ADD FLOORS, NOT PERFECT ROUTINES

103



A finance floor might be: check the account balance,

overdue invoices, and upcoming obligations once a

week.

A website-maintenance floor might be: confirm the

contact form, primary offer, and key links once a

month.

A client-communication floor might be: no active client

goes more than seven days without a status update,

even if the update is "waiting on X."

These floors are not a complete business operating

system. They prevent essential functions from

vanishing while attention is concentrated elsewhere.

Floors for Creative Work

Creative projects often use emotional momentum as

their operating system.

When interest is high, work expands.

When uncertainty appears, the project goes silent.

When the silence grows, reopening requires

reconstructing context and confronting

disappointment.

A creative floor should preserve contact with the work

without demanding inspiration.
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Open the project and review the last page.

Add one question the next section must answer.

Create one rough component.

Collect one reference and state why it matters.

Leave a restart note.

Remove one known obstacle.

The floor should produce a handle for the next session.

"Think about the project" does not count. Thinking can

be valuable, but the system needs an external trace.

Floors and Bad Days

A bad day is not one category.

Low energy, low time, emotional distress, physical

limitation, and interrupted attention create different

constraints.

A useful floor may need variants.

When time is limited, reduce duration.

When energy is low, reduce cognitive complexity.

When attention is interrupted, choose a task with a

clear stopping point.
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When information is missing, perform the retrieval or

request step.

When emotion is high, use a prepared script or delay

rule rather than improvising.

The floor should match the actual constraint.

A ten-minute version of a task may still be impossible if

the task requires intense judgment. A simpler

administrative step may preserve the process better.

Design for the condition, not the label "busy."

Recovery Is Part of the System

Many plans define the normal routine and say nothing

about returning after disruption.

Then one missed cycle becomes two because the

restart process is unclear.

A recovery path answers:

How do I determine the current state?

What has become urgent?

What can be abandoned?

What is the smallest safe restart?

Who needs an update?

When does normal operation resume?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The recovery path should not require clearing all

accumulated work before new progress can begin. That

creates a punishment wall.

After missing several weekly reviews, you may not need

to reconstruct every past week. You may need to

inspect current commitments, close obsolete items, and

restart from today.

After neglecting a maintenance backlog, you may not

need to complete it in order. You may need to identify

safety, revenue, or trust risks first.

Recovery should restore function, not repay guilt.
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EXERCISE: DEFINE THE FLOOR

Choose one recurring process that tends to

disappear when capacity drops.

Write its function in one sentence:

"This process exists to prevent
______ and preserve ______."

Then define four levels:

Full version.

Reduced version.

Floor version.

Emergency version.

For each level, specify:

What triggers this level?

What actions are required?

What marks it complete?

What does it preserve for the next cycle?

Then add an escalation rule:

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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"If I use the floor or emergency
version ______ times, I will
______."

Finally, test the floor against three conditions:

I have only ten minutes.

I have low mental energy.

I will probably be interrupted.

Revise until the floor remains clear under each

condition. The floor is successful when a hard

day becomes a reduced day instead of the

beginning of disappearance.

• 

• 

• 
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Close Open Loops

An open loop is anything that still expects

something from you but does not have a reliable

path to resolution.

An unanswered message.

A decision you keep postponing.

A task with no next action.

A purchase that needs to be returned.

A project waiting on someone who was never given a

deadline.

A document marked "almost done."

A promise made in conversation but recorded nowhere.

An idea you do not intend to pursue but refuse to

release.
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Open loops consume attention unevenly. You may not

think about one for days, then remember it at midnight

or while trying to focus on something else.

The problem is not merely that work remains. Work can

remain safely when its status is clear.

The problem is unresolved expectation.

The mind keeps checking because the system cannot

answer: What happens next?

Capture Is Not Closure

Putting something on a list can reduce the fear of

forgetting. It does not necessarily close the loop.

"Website" on a task list is captured but
unresolved.

"Call insurance" is more specific but may still lack the

number, purpose, or required information.

"Waiting on client" identifies a
dependency but may have no follow-up
date.
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"Someday course idea" may remain
active for years despite no commitment
to build it.

A captured loop becomes safe when it has a defined

state.

Every open loop needs one of four destinations: a next

action, a trigger, another owner, or a conscious ending.

Without one of these, the item remains suspended.

Give It a Next Action

A next action is the smallest observable step that

advances the loop.

"Handle taxes" is not a next action.

"Download the missing bank
statement" is.

"Fix website" is not a next action.

"Test the contact form on mobile" is.
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"Follow up with client" may be a next action, but it

becomes stronger when the channel and purpose are

clear:

"Email Jordan to confirm whether the
homepage copy is approved."

The next action should reduce activation friction. You

should not need to re-decide what the item means

when it returns.

A useful next action begins with a verb and can be

completed in one setting without additional planning.

If the action cannot begin because information, access,

or another person is required, the next action is to

obtain that dependency.

Do not write the ideal outcome as though it were an

action.

Give It a Trigger

Some loops are not ready for action.

A renewal cannot be handled until the date approaches.

A follow-up should wait until the other person has had

time to respond.
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A maintenance task may depend on usage, season, or a

threshold.

A decision may require information that will arrive

later.

Waiting becomes reliable only when something will

reactivate the loop.

A trigger may be:

A date.

An event.

A threshold.

A reply.

A scheduled review.

The completion of another task.

Compare these pairs:

"Wait for the client" is not a complete
state.

"If no reply arrives by Thursday, send
the standard reminder" is.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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"Revisit pricing later" is not a complete
state.

"Review pricing after the next five
proposals or at the quarterly review,
whichever comes first" is.

A trigger moves the loop out of active attention without

allowing it to disappear.

Give It Another Owner

A loop may belong to someone else, but your system

still needs to know what that means.

Delegation is not complete when you mention the task.

It is complete when ownership, expected result, and

follow-up are clear.

Who owns the next action?

What exactly are they expected to produce?

When is it due?

How will completion become visible?

What will you do if nothing happens?
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In a team, this prevents responsibility from dissolving

between people.

In a one-person business, another owner may be a

client, vendor, platform, or future scheduled process.

The same questions apply.

A task cannot remain on your active list as though you

are responsible for performing an action that only

someone else can take. Convert it into a waiting state

with a trigger.

Ownership without visibility is hope.

Give It a Conscious Ending

Some loops remain open because ending them feels

like admitting failure.

The project was a good idea.

The book might still be useful.

The product could work under different conditions.

The conversation deserves a thoughtful reply.

The file may be needed someday.

Possibility is not obligation.
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A conscious ending may mean:

Delete it.

Archive it.

Decline it.

Cancel it.

Return it.

Tell the person you are not proceeding.

Record the lesson and close the project.

Move the idea into a reference list with no active

commitment.

Abandonment is a legitimate system action.

An item that you repeatedly choose not to do is already

being abandoned informally. Formal closure removes

the repeated decision and makes the tradeoff honest.

Do not preserve every possibility as active work.

Define Done Before You Need It

Many loops stay open because completion was never

defined.

A project can always be improved.

A room can always be cleaner.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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A website can always contain more pages.

A business can always perform more analysis.

A draft can always receive another revision.

Without a definition of done, stopping feels arbitrary

and the system continues generating work.

Define done at the appropriate level.

For a client project, done may include delivery,

approval, payment, credential transfer, archive, and

maintenance decision.

For a meeting, done may include decisions recorded,

owners assigned, and next review scheduled.

For a purchase, done may include unpacking, storing,

discarding packaging, recording warranty information,

and scheduling any required setup.

For a written piece, done may include final edit,

metadata, publication, link test, and promotion

decision.

"Main work complete" is not always the
same as "loop closed."

Completion criteria should protect the outcome without

turning every task into a ceremony.
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The purpose of defining done is to stop invisible after-

work from accumulating.

Close the Communication Loop

Communication creates open loops quickly because

messages combine information, requests, social

expectations, and future commitments.

A message may require a response, an action, a

decision, a record, a follow-up, or nothing.

Treating every message as "reply later" hides these

distinctions.

When processing communication, ask:

Is a response actually required?

Is there an action separate from the response?

Where should the commitment be recorded?

Am I waiting on someone after I reply?

What would close this exchange?

Sometimes the shortest closure is direct:

"I cannot take this on."

"I have received this and will respond by Tuesday."

"This project is complete unless you request

changes by the stated date."

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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"I am waiting on the measurements before I can

quote the work."

"I do not have enough information to make that

decision."

Silence often creates more emotional friction than the

content of a clear message.

A late response becomes easier when you stop trying to

make the delay disappear. Acknowledge it briefly,

answer the actual question, and define what happens

next.

Do not write an essay to repay a communication debt

that needs one honest sentence.

The Closure Tax

Closing work requires effort, and systems often hide it.

Projects need archiving.

Tools need resetting.

Receipts need recording.

Decisions need documenting.

People need notifying.

Temporary files need removing.

• 

• 
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Follow-ups need scheduling.

This is the closure tax.

When it is not included in the original estimate, the

operator experiences closure as extra work after the

work is already finished. The interesting part is over,

urgency has dropped, and the next project is waiting.

Then systems fill with ninety-percent-complete objects.

Include closure in the task definition and time estimate.

A one-hour meeting may require ten minutes of

closure.

A design project may require an archive and handoff

block.

A household purchase may require setup and disposal

time.

A published article may require link checks and a

record in the content index.

If closure repeatedly fails, it is not an optional final

touch. It is a missing stage.

Use a Shutdown Sequence

A shutdown sequence closes the loops created during a

work period.
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It need not be elaborate.

Review what changed. Record unfinished work. Assign

next actions. Schedule required follow-ups. Return

tools or files to their locations. Write a restart note.

Close what no longer matters.

The sequence prevents the next session from beginning

with reconstruction.

A restart note is especially valuable for complex work.

It may contain:

What was completed.

What remains uncertain.

The exact next action.

The file or location to open.

The decision that should not be reconsidered.

The blocker, if any.

This is a handoff from present you to future you. Do not

assume future you will remember the state simply

because present you finds it obvious.

Process the Backlog by State

A large collection of open loops becomes overwhelming

when every item is treated as active work.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Do not ask, "How will I complete all of this?"

First sort by state.

Action: I can take a defined next step.

Waiting: Someone or something else must act, and a

trigger exists.

Scheduled: The item belongs at a specific future point.

Reference: No action is expected.

Closed: The item is complete or deliberately

abandoned.

Undefined: I still do not know what this is.

The undefined category deserves immediate attention

because ambiguity keeps items mentally active.

For each undefined item, make one decision:

Convert it into an action.

Add a trigger.

Assign an owner.

End it.

The backlog becomes lighter before the work is

completed because the system can explain what each

item means.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Do Not Use Organization to Avoid Closure

Open loops can be moved between tools indefinitely.

The task migrates from notes to a project board.

The idea receives a folder.

The folder receives labels.

The labels receive colors.

The project remains undecided.

Organization improves retrieval. It does not make the

decision.

When an item has been reorganized several times

without progress, ask what closure is being avoided.

Do you need to decline?

Choose a version?

Accept a tradeoff?

Request missing information?

Define done?

Admit that the project is not active?

A more sophisticated container cannot resolve an

unmade decision.
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Reviews Are Loop-Closing Events

A useful review does not merely observe the system. It

changes the state of open items.

At the end of a review:

Active work has a next action.

Waiting work has a trigger.

Scheduled work has a date.

Completed work is closed.

Dead work is removed.

New commitments are captured.

If a weekly review produces only a refreshed sense of

anxiety, it is not closing loops.

Limit the review to decisions that can be made.

Separate planning from performing when necessary.

You may not complete the task during the review, but

you should leave it in a clearer state.

The purpose of a review is not to admire the inventory.

It is to restore reliable motion.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Closure Protects Attention

Attention is not consumed only by difficult work. It is

consumed by uncertainty.

A clearly scheduled obligation can be mentally quiet.

A large project with a defined next action can be

calmer than a tiny vague task.

A consciously abandoned idea can release more

attention than a completed errand.

Closure tells the mind that the system knows what

happens next.

This does not require an empty inbox, a completed

backlog, or a life without unfinished work.

It requires trustworthy states.

You can carry substantial work without carrying all of it

in active memory.
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EXERCISE: CLOSE TEN LOOPS

Collect ten open loops from messages,

notes, unfinished projects, physical clutter,

promises, and recurring thoughts.

For each loop, write:

What is the expected outcome?

Who owns the next action?

What is the smallest observable next step?

Is a date, event, reply, or threshold

required?

What would count as done?

Do I still intend to complete this?

Then assign exactly one destination: next

action, trigger, another owner, or conscious

ending.

Do not create a fifth category called "keep

thinking about it."

For items assigned to another owner, add a

follow-up trigger. For items assigned a next

action, place the action in the system where it

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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will be seen. For items assigned a trigger,

schedule or define the trigger.

For items consciously ended, close them fully:

send the message, archive the project, delete

the file, return the item, or record the decision.

Finally, choose one shutdown sequence you can

use at the end of a workday, meeting, project,

or household reset.

Keep it short enough to survive ordinary days.

A loop is closed when the system, not your

memory, can explain what happens next.
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Design for Bad Days

A system that works only when you are rested,

motivated, uninterrupted, and fully informed is not

a reliable system. It is a demonstration performed

under favorable conditions.

Real life supplies different conditions.

You will be tired. A child will need something. A client

will call at the wrong moment. The software will

update. A task that should take ten minutes will arrive

carrying an hour of emotional resistance. You will lose

context, underestimate time, forget a step, and

sometimes simply not want to do what the system

requires.

None of this is exceptional. It is part of the operating

environment.

Designing for bad days does not mean expecting failure

or lowering every standard. It means deciding which
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parts of a process must survive when capacity falls, and

reducing the chance that one difficult day becomes a

full reset.

The Ideal Operator Does Not Exist

Many personal systems quietly assume an ideal

operator.

The ideal operator remembers every commitment,

opens the correct tool, follows the full routine, notices

early warning signs, and makes sensible decisions

before becoming overwhelmed. The ideal operator also

sleeps well, has stable energy, receives no

interruptions, and never encounters a password

problem.

This person is extremely productive and conveniently

fictional.

When a system fails, people often compare themselves

with this imaginary operator and conclude that the

system was fine. They were the unreliable component.

But a system is built for its actual operator. If the real

operator has fluctuating energy, limited attention,

competing responsibilities, and predictable weak

points, those facts belong in the design.
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A staircase without a handrail may work perfectly for a

person who never loses balance. That does not make

the handrail unnecessary.

The same is true of visible reminders, reduced

versions, recovery steps, duplicated supplies, saved

context, and automatic safeguards. They are not

evidence of weakness. They are structural support.

Separate Capacity from Commitment

Low capacity and low commitment are not the same

thing.

You may care deeply about a process and still lack the

energy to perform its full version. You may intend to

maintain the system and still encounter a day when the

required sequence is too large.

Confusing capacity with commitment produces bad

diagnoses.

"I did not complete the full weekly
review, so I must not care about
staying organized."
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"I did not perform the full maintenance
routine, so I am not serious about the
business."

"I missed one scheduled work session,
so this plan is already failing."

These conclusions turn a temporary constraint into an

identity statement.

A better question is:

"What version of this process should
remain possible at reduced capacity?"

That question preserves the distinction between the

ideal version and the essential function.

The full weekly review may require forty-five minutes.

The reduced version may require ten minutes to

identify urgent commitments, update the next three

actions, and check the calendar.

The full website maintenance routine may include

performance checks, link review, backups, content

updates, and analytics. The reduced version may
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confirm that the site is online, the contact form works,

and no critical message has been missed.

The full household reset may restore every room. The

reduced version may clear the sink, remove trash, and

prepare tomorrow's essentials.

The reduced version is not pretending the full work

happened. It is preventing the system from losing

continuity.

Define the Critical Function

Before designing a bad-day version, identify what the

system is actually protecting.

A client communication system protects confidence and

shared understanding.

A bookkeeping system protects accurate records and

timely decisions.

A content system protects a usable path from idea to

publication.

A household reset protects basic function and prevents

tomorrow from beginning inside yesterday's mess.

A backup system protects recoverability.

The critical function is not always the most visible

activity.
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For example, the visible activity in a weekly planning

routine may be reviewing several lists. The critical

function is probably making important commitments

visible before the week begins.

If the full review cannot happen, the critical function

can still be preserved by checking deadlines and

choosing the next essential actions.

Ask:

What damage is this system meant to prevent?

What capability is it meant to preserve?

What must remain true even when the full process

cannot happen?

The answer becomes the design target for the reduced

version.

Graceful Degradation

A resilient system does not move directly from perfect

operation to total failure. It degrades in stages.

Power grids shed nonessential load before collapsing.

Software may disable advanced features while

preserving core functions. A business may delay

internal improvements while continuing to serve

current customers.

• 

• 

• 
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Personal and small-business systems can work the

same way.

Imagine three levels: full operation, reduced operation,

and emergency operation.

Full operation is the normal process with all valuable

steps.

Reduced operation is the essential steps that preserve

the critical function.

Emergency operation is the smallest action that

prevents avoidable damage or makes recovery easier.

For client communication:

Full operation might include a detailed weekly update

with progress, decisions, risks, and next steps.

Reduced operation might be a short message

confirming current status and the next expected

milestone.

Emergency operation might be a one-sentence notice

that the full update is delayed and will be sent at a

defined time.

For lead management:

Full operation might include qualification, notes, a

proposal, and a scheduled follow-up sequence.
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Reduced operation might capture the name, contact

information, need, and next-contact date.

Emergency operation might forward the inquiry into

one protected inbox so it cannot disappear.

For household administration:

Full operation might include paying bills, filing

documents, checking accounts, and updating records.

Reduced operation might handle anything due before

the next review.

Emergency operation might create one visible list of

urgent items rather than trusting memory.

The goal is not to spend your life in emergency

operation. The goal is to prevent a temporary reduction

in capacity from deleting the system.

Do Not Let the Floor Become the Ceiling

A minimum version can protect continuity. It can also

become a comfortable substitute for work that still

matters.

This is the central risk of floors.

If the reduced version is too satisfying, vague, or

disconnected from recovery, it may quietly become the

permanent standard. "At least I did something" can be

CHAPTER 9:  DESIGN FOR BAD DAYS

136



useful during disruption and evasive during normal

conditions.

A good floor includes an exit.

It defines when the reduced mode applies.

It defines what must still happen.

It defines how the system returns to normal operation.

For example:

"If I have less than fifteen minutes, I will perform the

ten-minute weekly review. The next available thirty-

minute block will be used to complete the full review."

"If I cannot produce the scheduled article, I will

preserve the topic, outline the argument, and schedule

the next drafting session."

"If I cannot complete bookkeeping, I will capture all

unrecorded transactions in one place and return to

them during the next administrative block."

A floor without a recovery path can become a hiding

place. A floor with a recovery path is resilience.

Design the Restart

Most systems explain how to continue when everything

is working. Few explain how to restart after

interruption.
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That omission creates a second failure.

The first failure is missing the routine, deadline, or

action.

The second failure is not knowing what to do next.

After a break, people often face several questions at

once:

Do I resume where I stopped? Do I begin the whole

cycle again? Do I catch up everything I missed? Is the

schedule still valid? Which information is current? Has

the delay created new priorities?

The uncertainty makes the restart more expensive than

the original work.

A restart procedure can be simple: confirm the current

state, identify anything now urgent, discard obsolete

steps, choose the next physical action, and schedule or

begin it.

For a paused project, the restart note might say: open

the project record, read the latest decision summary,

check for new client messages, confirm the current

deliverable, and complete the next listed action.

For a neglected household system: remove immediate

hazards or spoiled items, restore one functional

surface, handle anything time-sensitive, choose the

next small reset area, and return to the normal

schedule rather than attempting heroic catch-up.
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Recovery should reduce uncertainty, not demand

punishment.

Save Context Before You Lose It

Interruptions are expensive because context

evaporates.

You close a document believing you will remember the

next step. Three days later, you remember the project

but not the decision you were making, the source you

needed, or why one option had been rejected.

The work has not merely paused. It has partially reset.

A resilient system leaves breadcrumbs.

Before stopping, record: what was completed, what is

currently true, what decision remains open, what the

next physical action is, and where the necessary

material is located.

This can be one sentence.

"Homepage copy is approved through the services

section; next, rewrite the final call to action using the

client's new offer."

"Three invoices are entered; next, reconcile the

business card account beginning with the June

statement."
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"Garage shelf is cleared; next, sort the tools in the blue

bin into keep, relocate, and discard."

Saved context turns future you from an archaeologist

into an operator.

Reduce Single Points of Failure

A single point of failure is one person, tool, location,

memory, credential, or step whose absence stops the

entire process.

Small systems are full of them.

Only one person knows the password.

The only copy of the checklist is in a notebook that is

not present.

The process depends on one specific hour remaining

available.

A tool must be returned to one exact location or the

task cannot begin.

One missing client answer blocks every other part of

the project.

Some single points of failure are unavoidable. Many are

design choices.
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You can reduce them through:

Accessible password management.

Duplicate low-cost supplies at the point of use.

Alternate work blocks.

Templates stored with the active process.

Clear fallback decisions.

Separation of blocked and unblocked work.

Backups that are tested rather than merely

assumed.

The purpose is not endless redundancy. It is to protect

processes whose failure is frequent or expensive.

If a missing charging cable repeatedly prevents a

device-based task, buying a second cable is not

indulgence. It is a small infrastructure decision.

Make Failure Visible Early

Bad-day design is not only about making work easier. It

is also about making drift visible before the

consequences grow.

A system that fails silently can accumulate damage.

An unanswered lead remains invisible until the

prospect chooses someone else.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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A missed backup remains invisible until data is lost.

An unrecorded commitment remains invisible until

someone asks for it.

A neglected maintenance task remains invisible until

the equipment stops working.

Early visibility can come from:

A count of unprocessed items.

A status that changes when no next action exists.

A review date.

A warning when a deadline is approaching.

A physical container that visibly fills.

A checklist whose incomplete step remains

exposed.

A second person who receives the same critical

notice.

A strong system does not assume the operator will

notice drift through intuition. It creates a signal. The

signal should appear near the first preventable break,

not only at the final consequence.

Stress-Test the Design

You do not need to wait for a crisis to discover that a

system is fragile.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Choose one important process and test it mentally

against predictable constraints.

Low energy: What becomes too demanding? Which

decisions become harder? What essential action

remains possible?

Limited time: What can be shortened without losing the

critical function? Which step must move earlier?

Interrupted attention: Can the process be paused

safely? Is the current state visible? Can another person

understand where things stand?

Missing information: Can unblocked work continue? Is

there a clear request and follow-up trigger?

Tool failure: Is there a backup path? Can the process

operate manually long enough to avoid damage?

The answers reveal where resilience is absent.

Do not build elaborate disaster plans for trivial

processes. Match the protection to the consequence.

A social post can be skipped.

A payroll deadline cannot.

A decorative household project can wait.

A water leak cannot.

Resilience is selective.
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A Bad Day Should Not Create a Bad Week

The practical purpose is containment.

A difficult hour should not automatically ruin the day.

A difficult day should not automatically erase the week.

A missed cycle should not automatically dissolve the

system.

Containment means the failure has boundaries.

The missed workout does not trigger abandonment of

the plan.

The delayed article does not erase the idea and

research.

The overdue reply does not remain unanswered

because the ideal response is no longer possible.

The disordered room does not require the whole house

to be restored before anything can improve.

A resilient system gives you a smaller next move and a

known route back.
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EXERCISE: BUILD THE REDUCED MODE

Choose one recurring process whose full

version sometimes collapses under low

energy, limited time, or interruption.

Write the critical function in one sentence:

"This system exists to preserve
______."

Then define three modes.

Full operation: What does the complete

process include?

Reduced operation: Which steps preserve the

critical function with less time or capacity?

Emergency operation: What single action

prevents avoidable damage or preserves a

clean restart?

Next, define the boundaries:

When is reduced mode appropriate?

When must the full process resume?

• 

• 
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What signal will show that the system is

drifting?

What restart procedure will restore normal

operation?

Finally, stress-test the design under low energy,

fifteen available minutes, and one interruption.

The system does not need to perform

beautifully. It needs to fail without

disappearing.

• 

• 
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Test the System in Real
Life

A system is not true because it sounds intelligent.

It is not true because the template is clean, the

automation works during setup, or the rules feel

satisfying on the day they are written.

A system is a hypothesis.

It says: under these conditions, this arrangement will

make a desired outcome more likely.

That claim must survive contact with actual work.

The test is not whether you can follow the system once

while paying special attention. The test is whether the

system reduces recurring failure without demanding

more maintenance than the problem deserves.
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Design Is Not Evidence

People become attached to systems quickly.

You invest time selecting a tool, building categories,

naming stages, formatting a dashboard, and writing

rules. The result feels orderly. Order feels like

progress.

Then the system receives real inputs.

Tasks arrive through channels you did not anticipate.

The categories overlap. The review takes too long. The

automation creates duplicate records. The checklist is

ignored because it appears after the relevant moment.

The beautiful dashboard requires constant manual

updates.

At this point, the system has provided useful

information: the design was incomplete.

But sunk effort encourages defense.

You tell yourself that the system would work if you used

it correctly.

That may be true. It may also be a warning.

A system that requires continuous obedience against

strong friction may be asking the operator to

compensate for weak design.
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Do not evaluate the system by the intention behind it.

Evaluate the behavior it produces.

State the Hypothesis

Before changing a process, write what you believe the

change will do.

Weak hypothesis: "This new tool will make me more

organized."

Stronger hypothesis: "If every incoming client request

is captured in one queue with an owner and next-action

date, fewer requests will remain unanswered for more

than two business days."

Weak hypothesis: "A morning routine will improve

productivity."

Stronger hypothesis: "If tomorrow's first task is chosen

before the workday ends, I will begin useful work with

less morning decision time."

Weak hypothesis: "A checklist will stop project

mistakes."

Stronger hypothesis: "If the delivery checklist includes

credentials, final payment, backup, and handoff notes,

fewer projects will reopen after files are sent."

A useful hypothesis identifies the change, the

mechanism you expect it to affect, and the observable
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outcome. This protects the test from becoming a vague

referendum on whether you are "more organized."

Change One Meaningful Variable

When frustration is high, redesign spreads.

You change the tool, the schedule, the categories, the

reminder system, the template, and the definition of

done. Then the outcome improves or fails, and you do

not know why.

Changing one variable does not mean making tiny,

meaningless adjustments. It means choosing one

coherent intervention.

For example:

Add a next-contact date to every lead record.

Move cleaning supplies to the room where they are

used.

Define a ten-minute reduced weekly review.

Add a restart note before ending every work session.

Create one intake form for information currently

gathered through messages.

These are meaningful changes with understandable

mechanisms.
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Sometimes a system has several inseparable parts. A

lead record may need a name, contact method, status,

and next date to function. Treat that as one

intervention: a standard lead record.

The principle is not scientific purity. It is

interpretability.

You should be able to say what changed and what

outcome followed.

Choose a Measure That Matters

Measurement does not require a complex dashboard.

The best measure is often a simple count, delay,

completion rate, or recurrence.

How many inquiries lacked a next action?

How long did it take to begin the weekly review?

How many projects reopened after delivery?

How many times did the required file need to be

searched for?

How often did the reduced mode preserve continuity?

How many open loops remained after the Friday

review?
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The measure should relate directly to the recurring

output.

Do not replace the real outcome with an easy activity

count.

If the problem is unanswered leads, the number of

times you opened the customer system is not the

measure.

If the problem is unfinished articles, minutes spent in

the writing tool may not matter.

If the problem is missing household supplies, the

number of labels created is irrelevant.

Activity can support an outcome. It is not automatically

evidence of one.

Use the lightest measure that can change your

decision.

Define Success Before the Test

A system can always be declared successful after the

fact if success was never defined.

Before the test, decide what improvement would justify

keeping the change.

For example:
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"For the next ten inquiries, every qualified lead will

have a next-contact date before the conversation

closes. Success means no qualified lead remains

without a follow-up for more than two business days."

"For two weeks, I will choose tomorrow's first task

before ending work. Success means I begin the chosen

task within fifteen minutes on at least eight workdays."

"For the next four project deliveries, I will use the

closing checklist. Success means no project reopens

because credentials, payment, backup, or handoff

information was omitted."

The threshold does not need to be perfect.

A system may be valuable even if it does not eliminate

failure. Reducing a costly problem from weekly to

monthly may be worth preserving.

Define the level of improvement that earns continued

maintenance.

Choose the Right Test Length

A test must be long enough to encounter ordinary

conditions and short enough to produce a decision.

The right length depends on frequency.

A daily process may reveal useful evidence in one or

two weeks.
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A weekly process may need a month.

A project-closing system may need several completed

projects rather than a calendar duration.

A rare, high-consequence process may need simulation

because waiting for repeated real events would take

too long.

Do not test forever.

An undefined test period becomes permanent

experimentation. The system remains half-adopted, and

nobody knows whether it is the actual process.

Choose a review point when you begin.

Until that point, use the system consistently enough to

learn from it.

At that point, decide: keep, modify, replace, or remove.

Record Friction During the Test

The outcome matters. So does the cost of producing it.

A system may reduce mistakes while creating excessive

administration.

A detailed client record may improve follow-up but

require so much data entry that records are created

late.
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A household inventory may prevent duplicate

purchases but demand constant updating.

A morning planning routine may improve focus but

consume the best hour of the day.

During the test, notice:

Which step was skipped?

Which field was repeatedly unclear?

What information had to be entered twice?

What reminder appeared too early or too late?

What part required unusual motivation?

What maintenance accumulated?

Where did the system leave the real workflow?

A system that works only because you are carefully

supervising the test may not continue after attention

moves elsewhere.

The ideal system becomes less noticeable as it works.

Distinguish Implementation Failure from

Design Failure

When a test fails, ask what kind of failure occurred.

Implementation failure means the intended change was

not actually put into operation.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The checklist existed but was not available at the

moment of delivery.

The reminder was created but notifications were

disabled.

The template was designed but the old process

remained easier to access.

The rule was never communicated to the other people

involved.

Design failure means the change was implemented but

did not improve the mechanism.

The checklist was used and important omissions still

occurred.

The reminder appeared and the task remained unclear.

The new intake form collected information but created

a bottleneck.

The default changed and people immediately worked

around it.

The distinction matters because the response differs.

Implementation failure asks: what prevented the

change from entering the real workflow?

Design failure asks: what did we misunderstand about

the system?
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Do not protect a weak design by calling every failure

noncompliance.

Do not discard a useful design that was never made

usable.

Look for Workarounds

Workarounds are evidence.

People create them when the official system does not

match the work.

They keep a separate list.

They send themselves messages.

They skip required fields.

They invent private naming conventions.

They continue using the old tool.

They delay entering information until the work is

complete.

A workaround can indicate resistance to change. It can

also indicate that the official process is slow,

incomplete, mistimed, or designed around reporting

rather than action.

In a one-person system, your own workaround deserves

the same attention.
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If you repeatedly capture ideas in text messages

instead of the official idea database, the database may

be too far from the moment of capture.

If you keep a paper list beside the computer despite

owning a task system, the paper may provide visibility

the software lacks.

Do not automatically eliminate the workaround. Ask

what function it performs.

The best redesign may incorporate that function into

the official system.

Test the Recovery Path

Normal operation is only half the test.

Interrupt the system deliberately or study the next

natural interruption.

Skip one cycle.

Pause halfway through.

Remove access to a preferred tool.

Allow one item to arrive through an unusual channel.

Then use the restart procedure.

Can you determine the current state?
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Can you identify the next action?

Can you recover without reconstructing everything?

Does the reduced mode preserve the critical function?

A system that performs well only while uninterrupted

remains fragile.

Do not create unnecessary damage for the sake of

testing. Use low-risk simulations where consequences

matter.

A backup system should be tested with a noncritical file

before disaster.

A handoff procedure should be tested on a small

project.

An emergency contact path should be verified before

an emergency.

Recoverability is an outcome.

Review Without Drama

At the review point, compare the evidence with the

hypothesis.

What changed?

What did not?
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What new friction appeared?

Was the system used under ordinary conditions?

Did the measure improve enough to matter?

What maintenance did the system require?

The answer does not need to defend your intelligence.

A failed test is not proof that systems thinking does not

work. It is systems thinking working correctly. The

design made a prediction, reality disagreed, and you

learned something before turning the prediction into

doctrine.

Choose one of four outcomes:

Keep it. The change improved the result and the

maintenance cost is acceptable.

Modify it. The mechanism appears useful, but part of

the design creates friction or misses a condition.

Replace it. The system targets the wrong mechanism or

requires a fundamentally different approach.

Remove it. The change adds more cost than value, or

the problem does not justify a system.

Avoid a fifth outcome: leaving it in place indefinitely

while ignoring it. Ignored systems create clutter and

false confidence.

CHAPTER 10:  TEST THE SYSTEM IN REAL LIFE

160



Keep What Earns Its Keep

The goal is not to build the most advanced system.

The goal is to produce a better outcome with less

recurring rescue.

A plain checklist that prevents expensive omissions is

valuable.

A single basket that stops important mail from

disappearing is valuable.

A rule that every commitment receives a next action is

valuable.

A visible note that lets work restart in thirty seconds is

valuable.

Sophistication is not the measure.

Reliability, clarity, recoverability, and maintenance cost

are.
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EXERCISE: RUN A REAL-WORLD TEST

Choose the intervention identified in

Chapter 4 or one redesign from Chapters 5

through 9.

Write the hypothesis:

"If I change ______, then ______
should improve because ______."

Choose one observable measure.

Define success before beginning.

Choose a test length based on frequency: a

number of days, cycles, transactions, or

projects.

During the test, record only what helps the

decision:

Whether the process was used.

Whether the recurring output occurred.

Where friction appeared.

Any workaround that emerged.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Whether the reduced mode or restart

procedure worked.

At the review point, choose one outcome: keep,

modify, replace, or remove.

Write one sentence explaining the decision. Do

not reward a system for being clever. Make it

earn its place.

• 
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11
C H A P T E R  1 1

Document What Works

A solved problem can become unsolved when the

solution remains only in your head.

You remember how the process works today because

you just repaired it. The reasons are fresh. The files are

familiar. You know which step was added, which option

failed, and why the strange-looking workaround exists.

Then time passes.

The process runs quietly for several weeks. A different

project takes your attention. The task returns after a

long gap. Someone else needs to perform it. A tool

changes. You see the workaround and decide it looks

unnecessary.

The system loses its history.

Documentation is how a useful correction survives

beyond the moment of insight.
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It does not require a manual nobody reads. It requires

enough preserved context that the problem does not

have to be rediscovered from the beginning.

Future You Is a New Operator

People routinely overestimate how much context they

will retain.

You finish a task and think, "I will know what this

means."

You name a file "final-new-2" because the distinction

feels obvious.

You create an automation and assume its purpose will

remain clear.

You choose one vendor over another and remember the

decisive reason.

You place an unusual checklist step in the middle of a

process and trust that future you will understand why.

Future you arrives with different priorities and partial

memory.

Treat future you like a capable operator who has not

attended the current meeting.
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What would that person need to continue without

repeating your investigation? Usually less than you

think:

The purpose of the process.

The trigger that starts it.

The current source of truth.

The required steps.

The definition of done.

The known failure points.

The next review or maintenance condition.

That information can fit on one page. Documentation

should reduce recovery time, not create a second job.

Document the Decision, Not Only the

Result

Many systems record what was chosen but not why.

The folder structure exists, but nobody knows why it

uses those categories.

The project requires a deposit, but the previous

payment problem is forgotten.

The checklist includes a confirmation step, but the

omission it prevents is invisible.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The team uses one communication channel, but the

problems created by the alternatives are no longer

remembered.

When the reason disappears, old failures become

attractive again.

A short decision record preserves:

What was decided.

What problem prompted the decision.

Which alternatives were considered.

Why this option was chosen.

What would justify revisiting it.

For example:

"Client files are stored by project, not file type, because

delivery and maintenance work require seeing the full

project context. Revisit only if cross-project asset reuse

becomes a frequent need."

"Every proposal receives an expiration and approval

deadline because indefinite approvals repeatedly

disrupted scheduling. Exceptions require a new start

date."

"Website changes are made from a defined

maintenance list because browsing the live site during

a task caused uncontrolled scope expansion."

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

CHAPTER 11:  DOCUMENT WHAT WORKS

167



These notes prevent preference from being mistaken

for arbitrary tradition.

They also prevent documentation from becoming

sacred. A decision can be revisited when its conditions

change.

Choose the Right Form

Not every process needs the same kind of

documentation.

A checklist is useful when the sequence is known and

omissions are expensive. Use it for project delivery,

travel preparation, equipment shutdown, publishing,

monthly administration, or any process with repeated

closure steps.

A standard operating note is useful when the operator

needs context, judgment, and instructions. Use it for

tasks performed infrequently, processes with several

tools, handoffs, troubleshooting, or work another

person may need to perform.

A template is useful when the structure repeats but the

content changes. Use it for proposals, status updates,

intake records, meeting notes, project briefs, invoices,

and maintenance reports.
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A decision record is useful when a choice may later be

questioned or reversed without remembering its

original conditions.

A quick-start note is useful when the main risk is losing

context between work sessions.

A reference list is useful when the task depends on

credentials, locations, vendors, naming rules, or source

material.

Choose the lightest form that protects the system.

Do not write a five-page procedure when a six-item

checklist will do.

Do not use a checklist when the operator needs to

understand why one branch differs from another.

Form follows failure risk.

Write at the Point of Use

Documentation stored far from the process becomes

another retrieval task.

The delivery checklist should live where delivery

begins.

The restart note should live with the active project.

The cleaning instruction should be attached to the

equipment or stored with its supplies.
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The naming rule should appear in the folder where files

are created.

The client update template should be available from the

communication workflow.

The most useful documentation appears when the

decision is being made.

A perfect manual buried in an archive loses to an

imperfect note placed at the point of action.

This principle also applies to length.

At the moment of use, the operator needs the next

relevant instruction, not the history of the entire

system.

Put essential steps first.

Move explanations, edge cases, and background below

them.

Make the safe action visible before the detailed

rationale.

Document Exceptions Carefully

Exceptions are where simple systems become

complicated.

A normal order follows one path. An international order

follows another.
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A standard client project uses one payment schedule. A

large project uses milestones.

Most files follow one naming rule. Legal records

require a different retention process.

If exceptions are frequent, the standard process may be

poorly defined.

If exceptions are rare but consequential, they should be

documented as branches.

Use clear conditions:

"If the client supplies credentials after development

begins, record them in the project vault before

continuing."

"If the invoice remains unpaid after the first follow-up,

pause nonessential work and send the payment-status

template."

"If the item cannot be assigned a permanent home

during the reset, place it in the decision container

rather than creating a new temporary pile."

Avoid vague instructions such as "handle as needed" or

"use judgment" when the judgment can be described.

Some work genuinely requires expertise.

Documentation should support that judgment, not

pretend to replace it.
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A good exception note tells the operator what makes

the case different, what outcome must still be

protected, and where escalation belongs.

Preserve the Current State

Procedures explain how a process normally works.

Active systems also need a current state.

Where is the project now?

What is waiting?

Which decision is unresolved?

Who owns the next action?

Which version is current?

When should the process become active again?

A project can have excellent instructions and still be

impossible to resume if its state is missing.

State belongs in a visible record, not scattered across

memory and recent messages.

A useful status note might contain:

Current objective.

Last completed action.

Next action.

• 

• 

• 
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Blocked by.

Waiting since.

Relevant link or location.

Definition of the next milestone.

This is particularly important in one-person work.

There may be no meeting, manager, or teammate

forcing the state to be verbalized.

Writing the state is the handoff between present you

and future you.

Keep One Source of Truth

Documentation creates value only when the operator

can identify the current version.

Duplicate instructions are dangerous because they fail

quietly.

One checklist is updated. Another remains in an old

folder.

The current pricing is on the website, while proposals

are copied from an outdated document.

The process description changes, but an automation

still follows the previous rule.

A printed note remains visible after the digital source

has changed.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Choose one source of truth for each important type of

information.

That does not mean every piece of information must

live in one tool. It means each question has one

authoritative answer.

Current client status lives in the project record.

Current pricing lives in the pricing sheet.

Current credentials live in the password manager.

Current procedures live in the operating manual.

Current tasks live in the task system.

Other locations may link to the source. They should not

silently compete with it.

When duplication is necessary, define which version

wins and how copies are updated.

Test the Documentation

Documentation that has not been used by a low-context

operator is still a draft.

You can test it without hiring someone or staging a

major exercise.

Wait long enough to lose immediate context, then

follow the instructions literally.
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Use the checklist during the next real cycle.

Ask another person to locate a non-sensitive item using

the documented structure.

Attempt a restart using only the saved project note.

Restore a noncritical file using the backup instructions.

Look for assumptions.

The instruction says "open the account," but does not

identify the account.

The checklist says "send final files," but does not define

which formats are final.

The procedure says "update the tracker," but the

tracker has several tabs.

The note says "follow up later," but does not define a

trigger.

Every question that requires remembered context is a

documentation gap.

Improve the document where the confusion occurred.

Do not add paragraphs everywhere because one

instruction was unclear.
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Keep Documentation Alive

Documentation decays when the system changes.

A tool is replaced.

A responsibility moves.

A field is renamed.

A new failure point appears.

An exception becomes normal.

The process is simplified, but old instructions remain.

The solution is not constant review of every note. It is

connecting documentation maintenance to the process

that changes it.

When a system change is adopted, update the relevant

documentation before the change is considered

complete.

When a checklist fails to prevent an omission, revise

the checklist during the review.

When a workaround becomes official, update the

procedure and remove the old instruction.

When a tool is retired, remove or redirect

documentation that points to it.
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Documentation maintenance should be part of system

maintenance, not a separate annual act of archaeology.

Add a small indicator when useful: last meaningful

review, owner, system or tool covered, and trigger for

the next review.

The goal is not compliance theater. It is confidence that

the instructions still describe reality.

Do Not Document Chaos

Documentation cannot rescue a process that has not

been clarified.

If the system contains duplicated steps, uncertain

ownership, conflicting rules, and undefined outputs,

writing it down may merely preserve the confusion.

The act of documentation will expose this.

You cannot explain when a lead becomes qualified

because no rule exists.

You cannot write the delivery checklist because "done"

changes every project.

You cannot identify the source of truth because several

tools are treated as authoritative.

You cannot describe the review process because it

happens only when anxiety becomes strong enough.
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This is useful evidence.

Return to the earlier chapters.

Name the output. Find the friction. Locate the failure

point. Remove unnecessary decisions. Then document

the repaired process.

Write down what works, not what you wish the system

were.

The One-Page Operating Note

For many small systems, one page is enough. Use this

structure:

Purpose — What outcome does the system protect?

Trigger — What event begins the process?

Source of truth — Where does the current

information live?

Core steps — What actions normally occur, in

order?

Definition of done — What must be true before the

process is closed?

Known failure points — Where does the process

commonly drift?

Reduced mode — What happens when time or

capacity is limited?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Restart — How does the operator resume after

interruption?

Maintenance — What change or signal requires the

note to be reviewed?

If the document grows beyond usefulness, split

reference material from operating instructions. The

first page should remain actionable.

• 

• 
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EXERCISE: CREATE THE OPERATING

NOTE

Choose one process that currently depends

on memory.

It may be a client handoff, publishing sequence,

household administration task, maintenance

routine, financial process, or recurring project

setup.

Create a one-page operating note using the

structure above.

Then test it with one question:

"Could a capable person with
limited context use this to reach
the correct next action?"

Mark every place where the answer depends on

memory, an unlabeled location, an assumed

tool, or an undefined standard.

Repair those gaps.
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Finally, place the note at the point of use and

identify its source of truth.

The purpose of documentation is not to prove

that the process is professional.

It is to stop solved problems from becoming

mysteries again.
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12
C H A P T E R  1 2

Stop Maintaining What
Does Not Matter

Systems solve problems. They also become

problems.

Every tool, checklist, routine, dashboard, category,

automation, review, and rule creates maintenance.

It must be remembered, updated, repaired, checked,

explained, or consciously ignored.

At first, the cost feels small. One new field. One

additional tracker. One more recurring review. One

automation that needs occasional attention.

Over time, the system becomes an environment full of

abandoned machinery.

Old task lists still contain commitments.

Dashboards display stale information.
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Automations move data nobody uses.

Routines continue because stopping them feels

irresponsible.

Templates preserve decisions from a business that no

longer exists.

The final discipline of systems thinking is subtraction.

A system must continue earning the effort required to

maintain it.

The Maintenance Tax

Systems charge several kinds of maintenance.

Attention tax: you must remember that the system

exists and decide when to use it.

Entry tax: information must be captured, categorized,

or updated.

Review tax: someone must inspect the system for it to

influence action.

Repair tax: tools, formulas, integrations, and

instructions break.

Learning tax: operators must understand the structure.

Switching tax: the system may require leaving the real

work to update a separate record.
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Clutter tax: inactive elements make active information

harder to see.

A system can be technically functional and still cost too

much.

A detailed project dashboard may be accurate but

require thirty minutes of updates for every hour of

work.

A personal knowledge system may capture everything

and retrieve almost nothing.

A household inventory may prevent occasional

duplicate purchases while demanding constant

tracking.

A content calendar may contain hundreds of ideas and

make choosing one harder.

The cost is not always visible because maintenance is

distributed across small moments.

Add the moments.

Ask whether the system still returns more value than it

consumes.

The Problem May Have Expired

A system can outlive the problem that created it.
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You built a manual follow-up process when leads were

scarce and every inquiry required careful attention.

Later, the offer changed and those leads stopped

arriving.

You created a detailed file structure for a type of

project you no longer accept.

You established a weekly review for a team that no

longer exists.

You track a metric tied to an old business goal.

You maintain a routine designed around a schedule that

has changed.

The system may still function. It no longer matters.

This is difficult to notice because functioning systems

produce fewer complaints than broken ones. They

remain in the background, quietly collecting

maintenance.

During review, ask:

What problem was this built to solve?

Does that problem still occur?

Does it still carry the same consequence?

Has another system absorbed the function?

Would anything important break if this

disappeared?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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A system without a current problem is a historical

artifact. You may keep it for reference. Do not keep

operating it by default.

Distinguish Active, Reference, and Dead

Not every inactive system should be deleted

immediately.

Use three states.

Active systems influence current work and receive

current maintenance.

Reference systems preserve useful history, instructions,

examples, or decisions but do not create recurring

obligations.

Dead systems no longer support a meaningful outcome

and do not deserve visibility.

Confusion occurs when reference and dead systems

remain mixed with active ones.

An old proposal template may be useful reference. It

should not appear beside the current template as an

equal option.

A completed project may preserve decisions and assets.

It should not remain in the active project view.
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A retired routine may contain one useful checklist.

Extract the checklist and remove the recurring task.

Archive is not a strategy when the archive remains

everywhere.

Move reference material out of the active path.

Delete dead systems when the recovery value is low.

Visibility is expensive. Reserve it for what can still

change action.

Beware Sunk-Cost Loyalty

A complicated system can become emotionally

protected because it was difficult to build.

You researched tools.

You migrated data.

You created categories.

You wrote instructions.

You persuaded other people to use it.

Removing the system can feel like admitting the effort

was wasted.

But past effort cannot justify future maintenance.

The useful question is not: "Was this worth building?"

CHAPTER 12:  STOP MAINTAINING WHAT DOES NOT MATTER

187



The useful question is: "Knowing what I know now, is

this worth continuing?"

The system may have been valuable for a period and no

longer be valuable now.

That is not failure. Tools are allowed to finish their

work.

A temporary checklist may stabilize a process until the

behavior becomes obvious.

A migration tracker may matter only during migration.

A daily review may be useful during a crisis and

excessive during normal operation.

A detailed log may be necessary while diagnosing a

problem and unnecessary after the cause is removed.

Completion includes knowing when support can be

withdrawn.

Remove Before You Replace

When a system becomes frustrating, the first instinct is

often replacement.

A new task manager.

A new customer system.

A new note application.
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A new dashboard.

A new planning method.

Sometimes replacement is correct. Often the old

system contains unnecessary complexity that will be

recreated in the new tool.

Before migrating, remove.

Delete obsolete categories.

Stop collecting unused fields.

Reduce the number of statuses.

Clarify the source of truth.

Eliminate duplicate capture.

Shorten the review.

Retire automations that no longer serve a decision.

Then ask whether the remaining process still requires a

new tool.

A cleaner process can make an old tool sufficient.

If replacement is still justified, the simplified structure

makes migration easier and reduces the chance of

importing historical clutter.

Do not move the junk drawer into a more expensive

cabinet.
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Tolerance Is a System Choice

Not every recurring inconvenience deserves correction.

Some problems are infrequent, cheap, and easy to

recover from.

You search for a rarely used item once a year.

A low-stakes task requires an awkward manual step.

A minor household category remains imperfect.

A report takes ten extra minutes each quarter.

The system-minded person can waste enormous effort

removing friction whose total cost is smaller than the

redesign.

Tolerance is not neglect when it is chosen consciously.

You can decide: "This is mildly inefficient and not worth

maintaining a solution."

That decision closes the loop.

The alternative is keeping the problem mentally active,

periodically researching fixes, and building half-

systems that create more clutter than the

inconvenience.
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Use three factors: frequency, consequence, and

recovery cost.

Low frequency, low consequence, and easy recovery

often justify tolerance.

High frequency, high consequence, or difficult recovery

justify design.

The goal is not a frictionless life. The goal is to spend

structure where structure earns its keep.

Retire the Metric

Measurements are systems too.

A metric begins as a way to understand or improve an

outcome. Over time, the number can continue after the

decision it supported is gone.

You track website visits without changing anything

based on them.

You count completed tasks without asking whether the

right work was completed.

You record response times after the communication

problem has stabilized.

You maintain a habit streak that now creates more

anxiety than information.
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A metric deserves retirement when it no longer

changes action.

Ask:

What decision does this number inform?

What threshold would cause a different action?

Who reviews it?

How often does that decision occur?

If no answer exists, stop collecting the number. Data

without a decision is storage.

Retire the Automation

Automation hides maintenance until it fails.

A message is routed automatically.

A record is copied.

A reminder is generated.

A file is renamed.

The system feels free because the action requires no

daily effort.

But automations contain assumptions.

The source remains available.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The destination structure remains unchanged.

The rule still reflects current priorities.

Failures remain visible.

Credentials remain valid.

An automation that moves obsolete information

perfectly is not valuable.

Review automations based on consequence and opacity.

High-consequence automations require monitoring and

a manual fallback.

Low-consequence automations can be removed when

they stop saving meaningful effort.

Before preserving an automation, ask:

What manual work does it remove?

How often does that work occur?

What happens when the automation fails?

How will failure become visible?

Could the process be simplified enough that

automation is unnecessary?

Invisible systems need visible accountability.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Create Exit Criteria

New systems should include conditions for review or

retirement.

"This temporary tracker ends when all active projects

use the new process."

"This daily check becomes weekly after four stable

cycles."

"This manual log continues until the failure point is

confirmed."

"This automation will be reviewed if the source tool or

pricing model changes."

"This routine remains active while the current launch is

underway."

Exit criteria prevent temporary scaffolding from

becoming permanent architecture.

They also make experimentation safer. You can add

support without assuming you must maintain it forever.

A useful system has an entrance, an operating

condition, and an exit.
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The Subtraction Review

Periodically examine the active environment.

Do not begin by asking how to improve every system.

Ask what can leave.

Which tool has not changed a decision recently?

Which recurring task is repeatedly postponed because

its outcome no longer matters?

Which field is collected but unused?

Which dashboard is stale?

Which automation is unmonitored?

Which routine belongs to an earlier season?

Which list contains work you have no intention of

doing?

Which documentation points to a retired process?

For each item, choose one action: keep active, simplify,

move to reference, merge with another system, retire,

or delete.

The review should produce fewer obligations, not a

larger cleanup project.
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Remove the largest sources of false visibility first.

A stale dashboard can create more confusion than no

dashboard.

A task list containing abandoned commitments can

make every real commitment harder to trust.

A system you do not believe is not a system. It is

scenery.

Make Space for the Important Systems

Subtraction is not minimalism for its own sake.

It protects attention for the systems that matter.

Critical client commitments should not compete with

obsolete reminders.

Current documentation should not compete with old

versions.

A useful weekly review should not be buried inside

seven ceremonial routines.

The essential dashboard should not require navigating

through abandoned experiments.

When weak systems remain active, they reduce trust in

the entire environment.
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You stop believing reminders because many are

irrelevant.

You stop reviewing lists because they contain dead

work.

You stop following procedures because several are

outdated.

Maintenance discipline improves when the maintained

set becomes credible.

Fewer systems can produce stronger operation.
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EXERCISE: RETIRE ONE SYSTEM

Choose one tool, routine, tracker, checklist,

automation, metric, or review that may no

longer earn its maintenance.

Answer:

What problem was it built to solve?

Does that problem still exist?

What value does the system currently produce?

What attention, entry, review, repair, switching,

or clutter tax does it create?

What would happen if the system disappeared?

Could its useful part be simplified or moved to

reference?

Then choose one action: keep active, simplify,

move to reference, merge, retire, or delete.

If you retire it, remove the recurring triggers,

links, notifications, duplicate records, and

documentation that keep it half-alive.

Do not merely stop using it while leaving it in

the active environment.
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A system has not been retired until it stops

asking for attention.
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C O N C L U S I O N

A Different Answer

The same problem returns.

You feel the familiar irritation. The missed follow-up,

neglected task, delayed project, lost file, repeated

argument, or preventable scramble has happened

again.

The old response is ready.

Pay more attention.

Try harder.

Get organized.

Be more disciplined.

Do not let it happen again.

This time, give a different answer.
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Name the output. Describe what happened without

turning the description into a verdict about who you

are.

Reconstruct the last few occurrences. Look for the

conditions that repeat and the successful cases where

those conditions change.

List the real steps. Find the retrieval, ambiguity, setup,

decisions, emotional resistance, and handoffs

surrounding the work.

Trace the failure backward. Locate the earliest

preventable break that remains under your control.

Then redesign one lever.

Remove a decision that does not deserve to be

repeated.

Create a better default.

Define the reduced version that protects the critical

function.

Give open loops a next action, trigger, owner, or

ending.

Make drift visible.

Save context.

Test the change under real conditions.

Document what works.
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Remove what no longer earns its keep.

This is not a promise that every recurring problem can

be engineered away.

Human beings are not machines, and systems do not

erase grief, conflict, uncertainty, illness, unequal power,

limited resources, or the choices of other people.

Systems thinking is useful precisely because it clarifies

the boundary.

It asks what can be changed, what can be supported,

what can be made visible, what must be accepted, and

what no longer deserves to be carried as a personal

accusation.

Responsibility Without Repeated Blame

You remain responsible for your actions.

Systems thinking does not transfer responsibility to a

checklist, an environment, a tool, or another person.

It changes what responsibility asks you to do.

Repeated blame says: "You failed again. Apply more

force."

Operational responsibility says: "This output repeated.

Investigate the conditions and change what you can."
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The second response is not softer. It is more

demanding.

It requires accurate observation.

It requires admitting when a preferred explanation is

unsupported.

It requires removing systems you enjoyed building.

It requires designing around the operator you actually

are rather than the operator you imagine becoming.

It requires testing the solution instead of admiring it.

It requires accepting that some failures will remain

possible.

The reward is not perfection. The reward is less

recurring rescue:

Fewer problems that must be solved from the

beginning.

Fewer commitments held together by memory.

Fewer emergencies created by invisible drift.

Fewer lectures delivered to yourself after the

mechanism has already produced the expected

result.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The Compact Operating Method

When a problem repeats, use this sequence.

Name the recurring output. What happened in

observable terms?

1

Reconstruct the pattern. What was consistently

true before the last few occurrences?

2

Map the real process. What must happen before,

during, and after the visible task?

3

Find the failure point. Where is the earliest

preventable break?

4

Choose one lever. Which change is small enough

to test and early enough to matter?

5

Reduce decision and friction. What can become a

rule, template, trigger, default, or point-of-use

support?

6

Define the floor and restart. What must survive

reduced capacity, and how does normal operation

resume?

7

Close the loop. Does the work have a next action,

trigger, owner, or conscious ending?

8
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You do not need to perform the entire method for every

inconvenience.

Use the amount of structure the consequence deserves.

A recurring, expensive problem deserves a full

investigation.

A small, obvious friction point may need one changed

default.

A rare and harmless inconvenience may deserve

tolerance.

The method is a lens, not a ritual.

The System Should Return Attention

The best systems do not make themselves the center of

your life.

They return attention to the work, relationship, home,

business, or creative practice the system exists to

support.

Test the hypothesis. What outcome should

improve, how will you observe it, and when will

you review?

9

Preserve or remove. Document what works.

Retire what does not.

10
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A client process exists so you can serve clients with

less preventable confusion.

A maintenance process exists so the asset remains

useful.

A planning process exists so meaningful work becomes

easier to begin.

A household system exists so the home supports the

people living in it.

A creative system exists so ideas can become finished

things.

When the system demands more attention than the

purpose, reverse the relationship.

Simplify it.

Redesign it.

Retire it.

The system is infrastructure, not identity.

You are not the dashboard.

You are not the routine.

You are not the failure report.

Build support, use it, and return to the life it was meant

to serve.
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Inspect the Machinery

A recurring problem is a message.

It does not always tell you what the cause is. It tells you

the current answer is incomplete.

Listen without turning the message into a verdict.

Sometimes the machinery is physical: the tool is in the

wrong place.

Sometimes it is informational: the current state is not

visible.

Sometimes it is procedural: the process contains an

undefined handoff.

Sometimes it is structural: the desired action is harder

than the default.

Sometimes it is emotional: delay has made the task

increasingly difficult to face.

Sometimes the honest answer is that the problem is not

worth solving.

Whatever the answer, let repetition earn investigation.

Stop issuing the operator the same warning.

CONCLUSION: A DIFFERENT ANSWER

207



Stop rebuilding motivation around a process that keeps

manufacturing resistance.

Stop maintaining systems that survive only because

nobody has formally ended them.

Find the sequence.

Change the condition.

Test the result.

Keep what works.

Then move on.

The goal was never to become a person who needs no

support.

The goal is to stop fixing the same problem.
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A P P E N D I X

The Friction Audit

Use this worksheet on one recurring problem at a

time. Write observable facts before explanations,

change one meaningful condition, and choose a

review point before you begin.

1 What keeps happening?

Describe the recurring outcome in observable terms.

Avoid identity labels and assumed motives.

2 When does it usually happen?

Note the time, place, stage of work, preceding event,

and surrounding conditions.
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3 What must happen before the desired

action can begin?

List every retrieval, setup step, decision, dependency,

and piece of required information.

4 Where does momentum first break?

Identify the earliest point where the process becomes

unclear, inconvenient, avoidable, or dependent on

memory.

5 What is the system currently making easy?

Describe the default path, including what happens

when nobody intervenes.

6 Which decision can be removed?

Choose something that can become a standing rule,

template, checklist, schedule, or default.
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7 What is the minimum viable version?

Define the smallest version that preserves the process

on a difficult day.

8 How will failure become visible?

Add a cue, review, trigger, deadline, owner, or

checkpoint near the first preventable break.

9 What change will you test?

Make one meaningful adjustment rather than

redesigning everything at once.

10 When will you review the result?

Choose a specific review point and decide in advance

what would count as improvement.

APPENDIX:  THE FRICTION AUDIT

211


	Stop Fixing the Same Problem
	Contents
	Repetition Is the Clue
	The Problem Behind the Problem
	From Verdict to Observation
	Identity Labels Are Dead Ends
	Name the Output
	Do Not Solve the Category
	Separate the Event from the Consequence
	The Problem Statement Test
	A Better Question
	Exercise: Write the Operating Description

	Repetition Is Evidence
	The Last Three Times
	Look for Conditions, Not Just Actions
	Study Success Too
	Frequency, Timing, and Stage
	Beware the Dramatic Explanation
	Correlation Is a Lead, Not a Verdict
	Create a Pattern Table
	Evidence Should Change the Story
	Exercise: Reconstruct the Last Three Occurrences

	Run the Friction Audit
	Friction Is Often Invisible Until You List the Steps
	Seven Types of Friction
	The Friction Before the Friction
	Friction During the Work
	Friction After the Work
	Do Not Automate Confusion
	Friction Has a Maintenance Budget
	Exercise: Conduct the Audit

	Find the Failure Point
	The First Break Matters Most
	Build the Failure Chain
	Stop When You Reach a Lever
	Distinguish Trigger, Vulnerability, and Failure Point
	Downstream Fixes Are Expensive
	Watch for Handoffs
	Choose One Intervention Point
	The Failure Point Is Not Always Yours
	Exercise: Trace the Failure Backward

	Remove Unnecessary Decisions
	Decide Once
	Decision Friction Hides Inside "Simple" Work
	Five Decisions Worth Removing
	Rules Reduce Negotiation
	Templates Preserve Good Thinking
	Checklists Protect Sequences
	Pre-Commitment Moves the Decision Earlier
	Defaults, Rules, and Exceptions
	Decision Debt
	Do Not Standardize What Needs Attention
	Exercise: Build a Standing Decision

	Build Better Defaults
	What Happens If You Do Nothing?
	Design the First Visible Option
	Move Tools to the Point of Use
	Default to Capture, Not Memory
	Make the Preferred Action Smaller and the Competing Action Larger
	Use Automation Carefully
	Default the Review, Not Just the Action
	Defaults Must Include Completion
	Beware the Default You Inherited
	A Better Default Should Survive Inattention
	Run the No-Action Test
	Exercise: Redesign the No-Action Path

	Add Floors, Not Perfect Routines
	The Floor Is Not the Goal
	All-or-Nothing Systems Create Cascades
	Protect the Function, Not the Ritual
	Build a Capacity Ladder
	Make the Floor Obvious
	Floors Should Reduce Recovery Cost
	A Floor Is Not Permission to Hide
	Floors for One-Person Businesses
	Floors for Creative Work
	Floors and Bad Days
	Recovery Is Part of the System
	Exercise: Define the Floor

	Close Open Loops
	Capture Is Not Closure
	Give It a Next Action
	Give It a Trigger
	Give It Another Owner
	Give It a Conscious Ending
	Define Done Before You Need It
	Close the Communication Loop
	The Closure Tax
	Use a Shutdown Sequence
	Process the Backlog by State
	Do Not Use Organization to Avoid Closure
	Reviews Are Loop-Closing Events
	Closure Protects Attention
	Exercise: Close Ten Loops

	Design for Bad Days
	The Ideal Operator Does Not Exist
	Separate Capacity from Commitment
	Define the Critical Function
	Graceful Degradation
	Do Not Let the Floor Become the Ceiling
	Design the Restart
	Save Context Before You Lose It
	Reduce Single Points of Failure
	Make Failure Visible Early
	Stress-Test the Design
	A Bad Day Should Not Create a Bad Week
	Exercise: Build the Reduced Mode

	Test the System in Real Life
	Design Is Not Evidence
	State the Hypothesis
	Change One Meaningful Variable
	Choose a Measure That Matters
	Define Success Before the Test
	Choose the Right Test Length
	Record Friction During the Test
	Distinguish Implementation Failure from Design Failure
	Look for Workarounds
	Test the Recovery Path
	Review Without Drama
	Keep What Earns Its Keep
	Exercise: Run a Real-World Test

	Document What Works
	Future You Is a New Operator
	Document the Decision, Not Only the Result
	Choose the Right Form
	Write at the Point of Use
	Document Exceptions Carefully
	Preserve the Current State
	Keep One Source of Truth
	Test the Documentation
	Keep Documentation Alive
	Do Not Document Chaos
	The One-Page Operating Note
	Exercise: Create the Operating Note

	Stop Maintaining What Does Not Matter
	The Maintenance Tax
	The Problem May Have Expired
	Distinguish Active, Reference, and Dead
	Beware Sunk-Cost Loyalty
	Remove Before You Replace
	Tolerance Is a System Choice
	Retire the Metric
	Retire the Automation
	Create Exit Criteria
	The Subtraction Review
	Make Space for the Important Systems
	Exercise: Retire One System

	A Different Answer
	Responsibility Without Repeated Blame
	The Compact Operating Method
	The System Should Return Attention
	Inspect the Machinery

	The Friction Audit

