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Process Problems? Why They May
Be Worse Than You Think

The Dependency Dilemma

By Joe Whitefield

urry up and wait. That life,
when you are involved in
something that has several

steps to reach completion. We have all
experienced the frustrations that accom-
pany any process that drags out indefi-
nitely or breaks down at various stages

— for example, driver’s license processing
at the Department of Motor Vehicles.
Facilities management is an industry that
also relies on numerous processes.

THE DEPENDENCY DILEMMA

For simplicities’ sake, a process is a
series of steps dependent on each other,
and leading to a final result. Projects
have design and construction processes.
Maintenance and operations have work
control and accounting processes. There
are processes involving compliance for
practically everything. In fact, most of
our work products are part of a process
at some level whether we realize it or
not. These processes typically involve
some form of planning, execution, and
reporting. We should ask ourselves,
“How well do our systems and processes
serve our organization and our custom-
ers?” Are they arduous and frustrating,
or easy and useful, leading to advertised
deliverables? This article will explore the
nature of processes and the critical role
dependency plays in their success or fail-
ure, known as the dependency dilemma.

The common denominator for differ-
ent processes is that they are embedded
with multiple levels of dependent steps.
Step 2 cannot be completed until step 1

is completed. Step 3 cannot be complet-
ed until steps 1 and 2 are completed, and
so on. Ultimately, the success or failure
of the process will be determined by the
final product or service that is delivered,
and the final product is dependent on
each step. Two things we know about
process flow are (1) each step/event has
an individual expected level of perfor-
mance to be successful, and (2) every
step/event downstream in a process is
affected by the performance of the steps/
events upstream. Another thing that is
typically known, but often grossly un-
derestimated, is the degree to which the
downstream steps/events (and ultimately
the final product) are affected.

BREAKIT DOWN

Every step in a process is subject to the
normal variations and risk factors that
impact its performance relative to the
expectation. Something as simple has hav-
ing an approval signature on a document is
subject to the availability of the responsible
party. Weather events, utility outages, indi-
vidual vacation and work schedules, system
errors, individual mistakes, and Murphy’s
Law are a small sample of things that can
negatively impact any activity, thereby
endangering its successful completion.

Financial ramifications often follow
inefficiencies and breakdowns in individ-
ual process steps. However, the negative
impacts are most often felt initially in time
delays. Something that should take two
days takes four days. That adds pressure
on all of the downstream events—not only
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to be effectively executed, but also make
up the lost time (two days) if an adequate
margin has not been built into the sched-
ule of events.

The essence of the dependency
dilemma is the problem of compound-
ing. Problems in step 1 are passed along
to step 2. Step 2 may add some of its
own problems, and a compound set of
problems is then passed on to step 3.
Additional steps in a process lead to
a even larger snowball of problems at
the end of the line, thus affecting the
final product. Even if you are aware of
the process problems, they are prob-
ably worse than you think. Problems
such as delays and quality issues reflect
poorly on the responsible organization,
and establish a platform for customer
frustration and criticism.

The more bureaucratic and organi-
zation is, the more susceptible it is to
process problems. By nature bureaucra-
cies have more regulations and require-
ments to meet. These add additional
steps to many processes. Additional steps
increase risk and opportunities for poor
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performance and problems affecting the
final product. Results and output matter.
Customers expect a successful delivery
of the final product/service. They rarely
concern themselves with the internal
workings of the process itself. Success is
shared when a process leads to a success-
ful final product/service. Failure to deliv-
er a successful product reflects poorly on
everyone involved in the process whether
they were specifically at fault or not.

IMPROVE THE PROCESSES

First, decrease the dependency prob-
lems by simply eliminating unnecessary or
low-value steps in a process. One less sig-
nature can help, two less can really help.
Since most steps (and participants) in a
process are intended to add some value,
there may be some risk (or perceived risk)
to eliminating them. Be an optimizer. The
question to ask is not “does it add some
value?” but rather “is it worth it?”

Second, check for specific steps that
consistently bog down and choke the pro-
cess. Often improving one small step will
increase the flow throughout the entire
process. Learn from history. It is better
to address thwe specific problem area
than to compound the problem further by
subjecting all of the personnel and steps
in the process to additional requirements.

Third, seek to minimize the variations
that often affect critical steps. This is
where aggressive scheduling and a deep
bench can help. Plan activities when
people are more likely to be available
— say Wednesdays instead of Fridays.
Advertise deadlines well in advance. Have
a knowledgeable substitute and/or quali-
fied signatory. Incentivize people to finish
their work early. There are many ways
to improve in this area if you are open to
some changes. Chances are it may require
a little more trust and delegation and a
little less control.

Finally, where possible, add some
margin (time in the schedule, or contin-
gency in the budget) at key places within
the process to allow for recovery should
problems arise. Contingency planning is a
key to effective risk management.

Facilities managers are inundated
with processes. Some are streamlined
and effective, some are not. If you find
frustrations and poor results throughout
a process, you are probably suffering
from severe dependency dilemma. If
your processes are managing you rather
than the other way around, develop a
plan to address the dependency dilem-
ma that is undoubtedly present. A little
relief can go a long way for you and
your customers.

Joe Whitefield is executive director of
facilities services at Middle Tennessee
University, Murfreesboro, TN. He can be
reached at joe.whitefield@mtsu.edu.
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