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Overview

1. Three reasons why we are we so busy
– Broken process
– Personal time management decisions
– Failure Demand

2. What is Failure Demand / Preventable Work 
– What causes it?
– What can we do about it?
– Practical tips to eliminate it

3. Wrap-up – your next steps
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The Problem

Procuring Cloud Software > $ 
100k value

• Approximately 100 steps/handoffs 

• 3-5 months of elapsed time
• Unhappy clients, procurement staff

• Procurement staff overloaded
• Slow process affecting delivery of 

core business

NOW:
• 3 weeks elapsed time 

from start to finish, by 
default.

• No heroics.
• Procurement staff 

happier, less-stressed.
• Clients delighted.
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Variation in: 
• volume of work
• # of resources available
• skill profile
• complexity of work
• effectiveness of tools
• other?

3. Team spends its reduced 
capacity on non-value 
added, preventable, work

causes

made 
worse by

4. Team spends capacity on:
• Client progress-chasing 

calls 
• backlog reporting

• Fixing errors
• Clarifications
• Re-drafting
• False starts
• Looking for information
• Unnecessary approvals
• Excessive processing

2. Overwhelmed team, 
thus reduced 
productivity

made 
worse by

allowing 

5. Fewer files finished, 
a growing backlog

repeat
Steps 2-5, 
fall further 
behind

How Backlogs Develop

Human 
Productivity

VARIATION UNREASONABLENESS WASTE
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Personal Time Management Topics
1. Boundaries
2. Switch-tasking vs focus
3. Interruptions
4. Meetings
5. Unclear Jobs to Be Done
6. Unclear requests & commitments
7. Sequential reviews/approvals
8. Waterfall style instead of focus
9. Working by email instead of F2F
10. Procrastination
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Two Types of Demand

Value Demand
• Contacts that we 

WANT.
Eg:
• Initiate a transaction

Failure Demand
• Contacts we DON’T WANT
• Arising from a failure to do 

something or do something right.
Eg:
• I don’t understand – can you explain?
• You got this wrong.
• You missed something.
• How do I do this?
• Who do I call?
• Progress chasing – where is my stuff?
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Total Capacity

Value Work

Preventable
Work



“Failure Demand” drains capacity but does not add value

Type Example Waste
1.  Something not done Document, information missing –

go find it
Defect

2.  Something not done right Wrong information, misplaced 
info – redo it 

Defect

3.  Something is not clear Unclear instructions, 
requirements – go get
clarification

Defect

4. Something takes too long Chasing progress, answering Waiting & 
Excessive 
processing
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Procurement examples of 1, 2, and 3 from your world?
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The “North Star” Design Question – forms, 
templates, web pages, instructions, etc.

Do
• first-time users, 
• busy, distracted, users, or
• your worst-performing users
get it right, on the first attempt, unassisted, 19 times out of 20?
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This is the theme of the February 7 follow-up session.
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COMPLICATED LANGUAGE
Causes of Failure Demand
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THE CURSE OF KNOWLEDGE
Causes of Failure Demand

17



The Curse of Knowledge:  
Put yourself in their shoes
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LAYOUT 
Causes of Failure Demand
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How Web Readers Read

http://www.dal.ca/webteam/web_style_guide/writing_for_the_web/best_practices.html

Most online readers scan first.

Eye-tracking studies show that most people read web content in and F-Pattern starting 
at the top-left of a web page before moving further down through its content.
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Mute your earbuds before crossing the street

The research found that distractions such as texting and talking on the phone impaired 
participants’ ability to cross the street safely, but listening to music posed the greatest risk.  As a 
result Dr. Shwebel recommends encouraging kids to mute their earbuds while crossing the 
street. Kids should also avoid talking on the phone or texting and instead to pay full attention to 
the road and other surroundings.
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Mute Your Earbuds Before Crossing The Street

What Kids Should Do
• mute their earbuds while crossing the street
• avoid talking on the phone or texting 
• pay full attention to the road and other surroundings

The Evidence
Distractions that impair children’s ability to cross the street safely included:

• listening to music
• texting
• talking on the phone
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CAN’T FIND IT 
Causes of Failure Demand
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Intranet Page Views in Past 12 Months
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In past 12 months:

• 1110 pages on Intranet site
• Top 3 pages account for 28% of views
• Top 5 pages account for 32% of views
• Top 18 pages account for 75% of views
• How many pages have almost no views?
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NOT ERROR-PROOFED 
Causes of Failure Demand
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Visual warning

Predictive

Preventive 29
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Steps to Eliminate Failure Demand

1. Measure it
2. Drill into it with real-life users and data
3. Protype
4. Test with real-life users
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Measure It

Unclear/Incorrect Client Application Forms
---
DESCRIPTION:  75% XYZ of application forms received with:
• Action requested unclear
• Incorrect financial info
---
• IMPACT:  
• Analyst has to contact applicant, sometimes multiple times, to ask for 

corrections and changes; then review re-submitted form.  ANALYST: 
extra 45 mins effort each time.

• Slows down process by 5-10 business days
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Collect Data
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Drill into it with real-life users

Power Users
+ Optimize
+ Learn shortcuts
+ Make it work great for Power Users
- Atypical of larger user base?
- May not work for Worst-Performing 

Users

Worst-Performing Users
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+ Often most typical of user 
base

+ If it works for them, it will 
work for anyone

- Miss out on insights of 
Power Users?

- May not allow Power 
Users to perform at peak 
anymore?



Hallway Usability Test
• Ask someone with no 

background in the 
VWI’s topic to read it 
and provide feedback

• Ask them to speak their 
current thoughts as 
they use the VWI 1. What part(s) were clear? 

2. What was unclear?
3. How would you change it to make 

it easier to use and more 
effective?

Can a first-time user get this right 
19 times out of 20 without any 
assistance?



Observation Test

Observe a target user performing 
the task with aid of the prototype.
1. Did the user perform the task 

effectively?
2. What parts did they use? 
3. What parts did they skip?
4. Where did they get stuck?

Can a first-time user get this right 
19 times out of 20 without any 
assistance?



Testing Question Sheet
What triggers you to complete and submit these 
forms? How do you know when to submit these 
forms?
Where do you find the forms?
Who/what is impacted by completing and 
submitting these forms?
Who do you (who would you) contact if you have 
questions on how to complete these forms?
Please fill in the form, section by section and talk 
us through your thought process.
Show us which specific part(s) are clear? 
Show us which specific part(s) are unclear?  
How/why?
How would you change the form to make  them 
easier to use and more effective? 
Other Notes:



Prototype It, Then Re-Test

• Create a new prototype based on your initial testing
• Test it with a different set of users
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Test your solution ideas:  Plan, Do, Check, Adjust

1. Plan

2. Do3. Check

4. Adjust Define your plan – what is the 
solution you are testing? “If we 
do X then we expect Y to 
happen”

Try the solution in a 
small, managed 
experiment

Measure results Did 
the solution achieve 
the desired result?

If the solution met its 
desired result, adjust 
your daily way of 
working to 
incorporate it on an 
ongoing basis.  What 
did you learn? What’s 
next?
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Excellence is not created by perfectionism.
It is created through experimentation, learning and iteration.
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perfectionists

experimenters



Google’s Research on High Performing Teams
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“A group of us in Google’s People Operations 
(what we call HR) set out to answer this 
question using data and rigorous analysis: 
What makes a Google team effective? We 
shared our research earlier today with the 
Associated Press, and we’re sharing the 
findings here, as well.

Over two years we conducted 200+ 
interviews with Googlers (our employees) and 
looked at more than 250 attributes of 180+ 
active Google teams. We were pretty 
confident that we'd find the perfect mix of 
individual traits and skills necessary for a 
stellar team -- take one Rhodes Scholar, two 
extroverts, one engineer who rocks at 
AngularJS, and a PhD. Voila. Dream team 
assembled, right?

We were dead wrong. Who is on a team 
matters less than how the team members 
interact, structure their work, and view their 
contributions. So much for that magical 
algorithm.”

https://rework.withgoogle.com/blog/five-keys-
to-a-successful-google-team/



Psychological Safety Exercise

Round table, by unit, each participant shares with the others at 
the table:
1. Something in their career that they are proud of
2. An embarrassing moment in their career

ONE MINUTE EACH

None of us are perfect, so why pretend?  And if we’re always trying to look 
perfect, then we won’t likely identify problems and solve them.
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NEXT STEPS
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Three Things You Can Do Next
1. Identify your worst forms of failure demand; measure their cost
2. Identify root causes
3. Prototype and test solutions
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Have fun!
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• Training
• Facilitating improvement projects
• Troubleshooting organizational 

performance

leanagility.com
613 266 4653
craig@leanagility.com

Better, faster, more efficient 
government and inspired people.

To join our Community of 
Practice, and receive tips, 
articles and event information, 
email info@leanagility.com and 
ask to be put on our mailing list.
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Want to bring this talk 
to your organization
for free? Get in touch.

mailto:craig@leanagility.com
mailto:info@leanagility.com

